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Introduction 
On the evening of Sunday, August 31st, 2003, Ligeti’s Violin Concerto (1989-92) was unveiled to a 
BBC Proms audience by soloist Tasmin Little and the Berlin Philharmonic, conducted by Sir Simon 
Rattle. I listened unsuspectingly to the live broadcast on BBC radio as the presenters served a 
background for the work and spent an equal amount of time discussing the innovative design of the 
music stand invented by the soloist’s husband; a computer display with on screen page turns 
triggered by a foot pedal. As the performance unravelled, the contagious excitement in the Royal 
Albert Hall was captured on the airwaves and the unexplainable weaving and glistening sounds 
were captivating. Far from becoming confused by what I was hearing, the barrages of notes and 
intermittently emerging melodic lines revealed a magical other world that somehow seemed right. I 
was apparently not alone with this feeling: the rapturous applause was unexpectedly intense for 
such a recent piece of ‘serious music’, the broadcast finally cutting away several minutes later with 
the audience showing no sign of abating.  
Previously my interest in Ligeti’s music included several of the better known works such as 
Atmosphères (1961), the Requiem (1963-65), Lux aeterna (1966), Lontano (1967), and Continuum 
(1968). Following this first encounter with the Violin Concerto my interest was renewed. The 
concerto offered a new context for listening to all of the earlier works. From there on in, many 
questions began to arise about the listening experience and my enjoyment – and the enjoyment of 
many others, of post-war music related to this tradition that continues to be widely regarded as 
difficult or unattainable.   
The music of modernism is notoriously perceived as inaccessible. Popularity issues 
surrounding modern music are largely attributed to this inaccessibility. These views are nurtured by 
a significant proportion of modernist critics through their encouragement of what Adorno calls 
‘intellectualism’. This term encapsulates what Adorno regards as the cliché and inadequate view 
that ‘modern music has its origins in the brain, not in the heart or the ear; it is in no way conceived 
by the senses, but rather worked out on paper’.1 This perspective is one which has greatly affected 
how the music of modernism – and after, has been received. Issues regarding this perception, and 
                                                     
1 Adorno, Theodor W. Philosophy of Modern Music, New York: Continuum, 1985. p. 11.  
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the increasingly aesthetically based interpretations that have followed, are of central interest in this 
dissertation: how are reception and the listening experience affected by the implications of 
changing trends of interpretation and analysis? I examine the Violin Concerto by György Ligeti in 
the context of this discussion; arguably one of the most popular and accessible works of recent 
years. In the analysis of the Violin Concerto I begin with the listening experience, and only then 
delve deeper into an analytical study. I hypothesise that this approach to exploring the complex 
relationship between analysis and the listening experience will prove invaluable for the 
development of understanding for all aspects of the work. The debate surrounding the popularity of 
modernist works has persisted for as long as modernism – and beyond. Central to this discussion is 
how these works should be ‘heard’.  
The perspectives of modernism that have prevailed for several decades are changing. The 
advances of postmodernism have contributed to paving the way for a wider reaching musicological 
perspective on the music of the past 60 years. Academic research has been forced to re-evaluate its 
premises as the careers of the modernist composers stretch into a new era in which continuity of 
style and aesthetic expressions extend beyond conflicting musical ideologies. The purportedly 
stringent modernistic values that have been the focus in established fields of research for several 
decades are now being acknowledged as only a small part of a much bigger picture. This picture is 
increasingly dominated by the aesthetic actuality and musical experience of the work. This aesthetic 
actuality is readily seen to supersede any musical ideology. These musical ideologies have often 
been revered for their propensity to generate a unified whole and autonomy. In the investigations 
into how this unity has been procured, contextual and aesthetic aspects have often been disregarded, 
whereas gratifying logical, rationalistic results have provided concrete reasons for the existence of a 
unified whole.  This is so even though these findings (that concern compositional structures) need 
not even be perceivable upon listening to the work.  Evidence to suggest that other aspects might be 
equally conducive to a unified result has been frequently overlooked by a large portion of the 
academic community. The situation has not been made easier by some leading figures in the world 
of composition who have nurtured the belief that unity can only be achieved through a rationalistic 
approach.  Pierre Boulez is perhaps the most high profile of these instigators. He has exercised his 
influence through comments such as those rejecting the seriousness of composers who do not 
                                       
3 
 
embrace serial techniques.2 In addition, the relative lack of comment regarding anything but the 
technical facets of the works he analyses in his numerous articles has also served to apparently 
validate this approach. The ulterior motives of Boulez and others, highlighted in the section entitled 
‘Modernism and Marginalisation’ (p. 10), were however overlooked. Such claims were all too often 
accepted at face value and only later have the consequences come to the fore. Broader perspectives 
have more recently paved the way for the musicological re-evaluation of many of the central works 
of the modernist era.  
Composers sidelined or thought to be of lesser academic interest because of their 
incompatibility with the former modernist thinking of the 1950’s and 60’s are now being shown 
renewed interest. During the past decade, the music of György Ligeti has received increasingly 
fervent attention. Ligeti’s self-declared aversion to serialism and stringent rational methods to 
create musical works has been an enduring feature of his self-presentation throughout his career. 
Ligeti’s dedication to imagination and invention has proven of huge popularity in a pluralistic 
postmodern context: the re-recording of his entire output – an honour reserved for very few 
composers, is testimony to this popularity.   
It may be clear from the introduction so far that I shall prioritise the investigation of various 
ideologies of interpretation or description associated with modern music. In continuation, I 
document various perspectives and beliefs that lead back to the work as an aesthetic actuality. I 
explore the arguments for the accessibility of modern music and investigate analytical approaches 
that integrate musical experience. I attempt to describe the various perspectives circumspectly and 
with a focus on the music. By doing so I attempt to explore and mirror the currently expanding 
trend in musicological research towards encouraging subjective thought and aesthetic appreciation 
when encountering modern musical works. This debate of modernist interpretation and the final 
bias towards the aesthetic experience pave the way for the subsequent study of the Violin Concerto. 
This study endeavours to isolate analytical aspects of compositional approach, style, and form, 
whilst continually binding these aspects to the musical surface and aesthetical experiences of the 
work.  The Violin Concerto is undeniably an aesthetical tour-de-force.   
                                                     
2 Boulez, Pierre. ‘Possibly…’, in Stocktakings from an Apprenticeship (1966), transl. Stephen Walsh), Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1991, p. 113. (Henceforth: Boulez 1991.)  
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This study is an attempt to give insight into the aesthetic actuality of Ligeti’s music. To gain 
insight one is inclined to approach the music from a specific standpoint, which, as shall be 
illustrated, can prove problematic. I hope that the persisting, overarching, broad perspective on the 
music will help and not hinder the experience of the musical work. During Ligeti’s lifetime, 
attitudes surrounding the way in which we approach a work have changed significantly. At the 
same time, the philosophy and progression in Ligeti’s work appear to have remained relatively 
stable. These tendencies shall be explored, and ultimately an insightful discussion of the Violin 
Concerto shall follow.  
 
The Debate of Modernist Interpretation and why it is Relevant to Ligeti 
A study of Ligeti’s Violin Concerto supersedes the contextualising main portion of this dissertation. 
It does so in the hope that a prior commentary of the various perspectives of modernism will stand 
us in good stead to explore the work in a fashion that may enhance and not hinder a listening 
experience.  
The Violin Concerto is a relatively recent work and is not to be termed a ‘modernist work’, 
however, the postmodern situation remains plagued by the modernist tenets of rationalism and 
stringency cultivated by modernist interpreters. What has arguably become an unfamiliar sound 
world for the general public is still plagued by associations with a higher form for rationality, 
perhaps seeming beyond comprehension to the unassuming listener. The music of modernism is 
notoriously regarded as difficult. The postmodern context of today is open to regard these works in 
a new light. However, to do so is to challenge the modernistic formalist, receptive approach that 
was synonymous with – and integral to much modernist thought. The reception of this music is 
changing.  
Ligeti is a composer with a larger following than most. He found his feet in a modernist 
context and dismissed many of the rationalistic rantings of fellow composers and critics alike. He 
openly disregarded rationalist endeavours at an early stage and comments on his works in a 
descriptive manner, frequently citing dreams and the importance of subjective associations. 
Unsurprisingly, this openly anti-rationalist stance appears to have averted the enquiries of analysts 
into his works. Theorists were instead eager to delve into works that might give concrete returns for 
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their efforts: ‘Nothing can spice up a score like the delight of solving a whodunit’, as Boulez once 
said.3  However, this did give rise to a more popular appreciation of his music. The public were not 
warned off by his programme note analogies and dream descriptions. They were, however, perhaps 
intimidated when faced with the formulas of other modernist works, encapsulated in programme 
notes. Perhaps it is for these reasons that Ligeti is today a composer of increasing popularity. The 
postmodern context reveals to a larger audience that we can actually simply listen to his music. It is 
music for music’s sake. This popularity can be measured by the interest of the record industry and 
the recent recordings of his entire repertoire. The state of affairs in the classical music industry 
would certainly not allow for this unless it was suspected that the music could sell. Sony embarked 
on the enterprise in the mid/late 1990’s at a time when another Sony artist, Bobby McFerrin, was 
selling out symphonic concerts and the direction of the music industry was increasingly populist.4 
Admittedly, the project was abandoned half way and then completed by Teldec.5 In any case, this 
was certainly an unprecedented commendation for a living composer.  
 Broadly speaking, I explore how music of the past 60 years can be approached and the 
position of Ligeti’s music in the constantly evolving reception of his audience. Art requires 
commentary, and this commentary has greatly influenced the general reception of musical works. 
Ligeti and some of his commentators call attention to the problems of attempting to categorise or 
label his music. As is the case with many modernist composers, their continued work in a 
contemporary postmodern context has also demanded the revision of certain discursive tools 
associated with modernism and previous attempts to interpret their work.  
There is no significant juncture that suggests a radically altered direction in Ligeti’s music. 
He has certainly dabbled and experimented but his musical approach seems largely unerring. His 
compositional development is stylistically consistent and culminates in the Violin Concerto. Some 
might claim that Ligeti (as Ligeti himself does6) is a tradition upon himself: his own path cutting 
through the maze of receptive approaches and epochal trends and perhaps now running parallel 
                                                     
3 Boulez, Pierre. ‘The Musician Writes: For the Eyes of the Deaf?’ (1989), Transl. Robert Samuels, in The Pleasure 
of Modernist Music, Rochester: University of Rochester Press, 2004, p. 199. (Henceforth: Boulez 2004.)  
4 Lebrecht, Norman. When the Music Stops, Simon and Schuster, London, 1997. See especially pp. 188-190 where 
the capitalistic intentions of Sony and the recording industry are vilified. The peril of Sony during these years is 
illustrated in greater detail in chapter 14 of the same book.  
5 György Ligeti Edition is a series of 8 cd’s available on Sony and The Ligeti Project is a series of 5, the first four on 
Teldec and the fifth on Elektra.    
6 Cf. Ligeti, György. Ligeti in Conversation with Péter Várnai, Josef Häusler, Claude Samuel, and Himself. London:  
Eulenberg, 1983. p. 51. (Henceforth: Ligeti 1983.); Cf. Page 12 of this dissertation. 
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with the values of postmodernism. The inclination that Ligeti demonstrates towards an autonomous 
compositional project will also be investigated. Much like many modernist composers he is keen to 
deny categorisation. Ligeti has consistently championed subjective experience and the plurality of 
thought, two aspects of increasingly high profile in the present contemporary situation. The 
increasing popularity of his music suggests that his audience is appreciative of his musical 
expression, an expression untainted by prejudices and open for broader interpretation.  
The previous intimidation of the public during modernism and the newfound listener 
confidence that may have returned due to the emergence of greater interpretational freedom is a 
theme I shall return to. There was an imbalance in favour of rationalistic criticism in 1950’s and 
60’s modernism, and as we shall see, false claims of rationalistic methods are also rife on the part 
of many composers. I shall also outline the involuntary role played by Ligeti in cultivating the 
situation through his ‘exemplary’ analysis of Boulez’s ‘Structures Ia’ (cf. section 1.4). In an attempt 
to raise modern classical works above popular culture, much modernistic criticism isolates the 
music and continues to do so to this day. This overbearing academic trend has receded during the 
past twenty years, making way for a more pluralistic approach to interpretation which is more 
directly related to the aesthetical attributes of musical experience. This interpretational liberty most 
surely benefits the most important party, the audience.   
 In summary, Part I is an exploration of the contemporary historical and cultural context of 
post-war modernism and after. The music of the past 50-60 years stands in focus and the changing 
receptions of this music are investigated. A broader perspective on a selection of Ligeti’s works is 
the theme of Part II. These works are not necessarily presented chronologically, but rather with a 
focus on the listening experience. These two sections provide a context for an analytical study of 
the Violin Concerto. Various approaches are explored in attempts to assimilate a better 
understanding of the actuality of the work as a sounding whole: listening experiences, 
compositional analysis of the completed work, and a look at Ligeti’s sketches are all points of 
departure for this investigation.     
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Part I 
Modernist Reception and Beyond  
 
1.1 Reception  
 
Description vs. Interpretation 
As Susan Sontag points out in her essay ‘Against Interpretation’, interpretation is called upon to 
make works of art manageable. This interpretation denotes ‘…a conscious act of the mind which 
illustrates a certain code, certain “rules” of interpretation’.7 In other words, from the moment a 
work of art is questioned it becomes necessary to interpret or explain the meaning inherent in the 
work. Justification is demanded of the work in question, the work must be defended by means of 
interpretation which will offer various insights into what the content of the work is actually 
supposed to mean. This is then a process of demythicization in which a supposed content ceases to 
be illusory and reverently unobtainable and becomes accessible to the recipient; or as Sontag points 
out, ‘…it is the habit of approaching works of art in order to interpret them that sustains the fancy 
that there really is such a thing as the content of a work of art’.8 She goes further, saying 
‘interpretation, based on the highly dubious theory that a work of art is composed of items of 
content, violates art. It makes art into an article for use, for arrangement into a mental scheme of 
categories’.9 
Sontag does not deny that a criticism or commentary of the arts is however necessary. This 
can take place as a study of form instead of content and interpretation should be replaced by 
transparency. This should take the form of a descriptive prose perhaps, and does not take the 
sensory experience of the work for granted, as interpretation does. A tangible form for 
communication that does not further transmute art into thought but that describes art for ‘what it is, 
even that it is what it is, rather than to show what it means’.10  
                                                     
7 Sontag, Susan. ‘Against Interpretation’, in Against Interpretation, Vintage, London, 2001. p. 5. (Henceforth: Sontag 
2001.) 
8  Ibid, p.3.  
9  Ibid. p.10 
10 Ibid. p.14. 
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The Reverence of the Art Work and the Reverence of the Interpretation 
Explaining or representing a work of art has almost become a work of art in itself. It may seem that 
modernist structural-analytical interpretation goes to such lengths as to be completely 
incomprehensible for the public at large. Interpretation of these interpretations is often required and 
the results are often more illusive than the art work itself. Far from accentuating the immediacy and 
significance of artwork, an increasingly complex analytical framework simply adds to the air of 
myth surrounding the work.  
Before interpretation became a necessity it is presumed that art was accepted as incantatory 
and ritualistic and did not need justification because one simply knew what it meant.11 The need of 
civilised society that has since emerged – to justify and defend art, sees the interpreter explore all 
plausible perspectives to make an artwork manageable. During post-war musical modernism this 
insightful intention has not been wholly apparent. There are numerous examples of concert 
programme notes of such complexity that even the most academic concert goer has difficulty 
deciphering the technical jargon. This has had the resultant effect of giving the unassuming member 
of the audience the impression that an enormous wealth of knowledge is required to understand the 
most elemental aspects of the music. Far from making the musical experience manageable, the 
interpreter coaxes the listener into believing he is experiencing something that he can never fully 
understand. High art is once more sat on a pedestal and concert goers proceed to concerts in the 
blind belief that they are experiencing something of immense significance that they themselves 
cannot hope to fully comprehend.  
Greg Sandow discusses the frequent inclusion of analytical examples in programme notes in 
his article A Fine Analysis.12 He criticises the all too often presumptuous tendencies exuded by 
programme note writers when they offer up complex rationalistic interpretations of compositional 
intention. Sandow observes that technical features highlighted in programme note analyses often 
relate farfetched technical details to the listening experience. (In his example taken from a 
programme note for a Beethoven sonata, the addition of a fermata to the reoccurrence of a specific 
note signifies an unsubstantiated formal role.)13 The primary task of positivist modernist analysis is 
                                                     
11 Ibid., Cf. pp. 3-5. 
12 Sandow, Greg. ‘A Fine Analysis’, in The Pleasure of Modernist Music, Rochester: The University of Rochester 
Press, 2004, pp. 54-67.  
13 Ibid. pp. 59-62. 
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the uncovering of structural fact and in the context of modernism these facts conform into a unified 
whole. These details are in turn related to the intentions of the composer and presented as points of 
interest for the audience to listen out for. Attempting to hear these features would most likely serve 
as a hindrance rather than an aid during any listening experience. Instead, these analyses simply 
confirm what the audience already suspects: that they can continue to admire the advanced 
complexity of Beethoven which is far beyond their grasp.  
This condition of awe instilled in the listener for the highly complex and rational (the 
stipulated tenets of modernism) bears similarities with the reverence of listeners of previous 
centuries when a more spiritual awe was associated with the music: a time when the composer was 
merely an instrument of God through which the music flowed. Some interpreters of modernism 
have therefore succeeded in their goal of raising the music beyond interpretation through 
interpretation. By rationalising beyond the level of popular understanding the music is attributed an 
aura of reverentiality. However, the modernist object of worship is self-defined rationality and not a 
spiritual or incantational higher power. Rationality is indeed more humbling as it is can be 
experienced through mathematics and other tools and is supposedly embraceable by anyone with 
the intelligence and capacity to understand. The mind faced with rationality is challenged to 
confront the task before it.  Forms of spirituality in contrast, reduce all individuals to equality as 
questions of tangibility are seen as irrelevant in the face of the unexplainable.  However, 
considering the context of this dissertation the replacement of spirituality with rationality in music 
will have to remain the topic of another discussion. 
The above discussion of programme note analyses also raises the question of intention in the 
music in question. Intention in modern music will be discussed in more detail in section 1.3. First it 
is important to point out that programme note analyses have a difficult task to fulfil. On the one 
hand the modernist analyst is inclined to discuss facts from the music he has undoubtedly subjected 
to great scrutiny, and on the other he must relate these facts to an unsuspecting public who are 
about to experience the work without the score in front of them. By bridging this gap between 
analytical decipherment and listening experience in such a concise manner, the writer more often 
than not ends up giving the impression that the composer carried out these operations in order that 
we appreciate them upon listening. Indeed, on occasion the programme note writer claims outright 
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that he has uncovered the intentions of the composer by means of analytical investigations. During 
modernism the composer took on an increasingly scholarly role and invested significant attention in 
the analysis of compositional technique. The weight on the shoulders of the programme note writer 
was therefore lessened: no longer did he need to speculate as to the intentions of the composer as he 
now has the analytical facts straight from the horse’s mouth. Once again there is an oversight on the 
part of the writer as to how these analytical enticements are relevant to the listening experience or 
even if the composer intends them to be so.  
The inaccessibility of this modernist positivist approach to interpretation has contributed to 
marginalising the classical music tradition. At a time when contemporary music vies for a place in a 
mass market of pop music and other more commercial genres, this marginalisation was important 
for the identity of modernist music as a higher form of art.   
 
 
1.2 Modernism and Marginalisation 
 
 
Breaking with Tradition 
The modernist avant garde composers are renowned for their attempts to break with tradition. 
While Schoenberg and the Second Viennese School showed signs of attempting to maintain ties to 
tradition through the implementation of traditional forms used in combination with the first serial 
attempts, the Darmstadt School was eager to openly reject all aspects of the past. Boulez was 
perhaps the single most outspoken advocate of this need to reject tradition.  
Guldbrandsen discusses the post-war break with tradition on the back of the linear historical 
perspectives of this era in his book Tradisjon og tradisjonsbrudd (tradition and rupture)14. The new 
generation of composers who all reached the age of twenty around 1945 was fronted by Boulez, 
Stockhausen, Nono and Maderna. This so-called Darmstadt generation was eager to reject the 
music of the 1930’s and begin afresh.15 It is indeed apparent that Boulez fronts this revolt against 
the past, both compositionally and through his writings. Articles such as the notorious ‘Schoenberg 
is Dead’ served dually as a pronouncement of the death of the composer and of his serial 
techniques. In the 1951-52 work Structures I, Boulez clearly shows himself to be intent on 
                                                     
14 Guldbrandsen, Erling E. Tradisjon og tradisjons brudd, Oslo: Universitetsforlaget AS (Scandinavian University 
Press), 1997. (Henceforth: Guldbrandsen 1997). 
15 Ibid. pp. 28-29.  
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liberating his music from any remnants of the past. The much debated first movement is apparently 
the product of generative pitch techniques and highly rational in conception. It clearly belongs to 
another sound world than that of the Viennese composers.  
However, in opposition to the dominating perspective of 1950’s linear historicism, Boulez 
does seem to demonstrate awareness that such breaches of tradition are the most traditional of 
events. An avant gardist denial of history is paradoxically dependent on history to be able to 
maintain such a denial. In the closing statements in his early essay ‘Bach’s Moment’ from 1951 
Boulez says: ‘the discontinuity of the tradition is apt to get overlooked, in that the “necessary” 
work, though consolidating the tradition that is in progress, is not foreseeable by it, but absorbed 
and justified by it a posteriori’.16 The words ‘consolidating the tradition in progress’, demonstrate 
Boulez’s recognition that there is an act of traditional defacement taking place in the process of 
creation, which is recognised a posteriori. For this he is indeed reliant on a tradition to work 
against. In his discussion of Bach and finally Webern he reaches the conclusion that ‘Webern was 
not foreseeable; to live usefully after him, one does not follow but dismember him. Future authors 
of dodecaphonic grammars based on his work will have to be content with their own impotence’.17      
These breaches of tradition therefore occur frequently in history, resulting in ‘authenticity’. 
Either a composer can adopt a previous style and continue forth ineffectively or attempt to break 
with the past and produce work of authenticity. This is perhaps a first hint that Boulez does indeed 
recognise his debt to tradition when he attempts to break with it. This debt to tradition is however, 
subsequently to be overlooked by his commentators who accept the new modernism at face value 
and contribute to the myths that are to prevail for several decades. The initial incentive was the 
rejection of tradition; the critics were quick to pigeonhole this group of anti-traditionalists. The 
labelling of groups becomes problematic at the point the composer redefines his project or proceeds 
in a new direction. The critic is left high and dry attempting to defend the credibility of his own 
work. 
Ligeti has avoided any excessive critical attention. He regards himself as a composer who has 
consistently embraced tradition and modernism alike. This has perhaps contributed to the relative 
                                                     
16 Boulez, Pierre. ‘Bachs Moment’ (1955), in Stocktakings from an Apprenticeship, transl. Stephen Walsh, Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1991.  p. 13. (Henceforth: Boulez 1991.)  
17 Ibid. 
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lack of analytical interest in his music: ‘…Critical opinion assumes that there are always groups, 
like the fives, the Sixes, the neoclassical school, the Viennese school, the serialist school, the 
aleatory school; they feel they have to stick a label on everybody. As I am not labelled they often 
do not quite understand what I am after.’18 Ligeti readily embellishes on his debt to tradition 
referring to works such as his Nouvelles Aventures (1962-65), which is based on a mixed up version 
of ‘a two-part twelve-note chorale worked out according to Hindemith’s principles in Unterweisung 
im Tonsatz’.19 He goes on to say that the entire string quartet tradition from Beethoven to Webern 
can be found in the Second Quartet and that there is ‘…even a sonata-form, although only like an 
immured corpse’.20  
 
Ligeti and Autonomy 
While Boulez asserted his autonomy through the denouncement of his predecessors and isolation 
from tradition, Ligeti more subtly attempts to isolate himself from any form for categorisation. As 
the above quote indicates, Ligeti is eager to distance himself from his contemporaries and any form 
for labelling. In these comments he implies that the befuddlement of the critics is testimony to his 
achieving this feat. Comments such as these are rife amongst the composers of the past 60 years. 
Declarations of individuality and isolation from common trends have contributed to autonomy 
becoming one of the central tenets of modernity and pluralism up to the present day. Ligeti freely 
associates his music to modernism and tradition, as in the above quote, only then to renounce that 
he can be considered in the frame-work of either. 
In his article ‘György Ligeti and the Rhetoric of Autonomy’, Charles Wilson singles out 
Ligeti as a good example of ‘neither-norism’ as characterised by Roland Barthes in his book 
Neither-Nor Criticism.21 Ligeti avoids ideological commitment in the interest of raising himself 
above the struggles of his fellow composers and asserting his individuality. Wilson also observes 
the ease with which this self-styled autonomy is adopted and regurgitated by Ligeti’s 
commentators. Wilson criticises the critic Alastair Williams for his typically modernistic, blind 
                                                     
18 Ligeti 1983, p. 51. 
19 Ibid. p. 50. 
20 Ibid. pp. 50-51.  
21 Wilson, Charles: ‘György Ligeti and the Rhetoric of Autonomy’, online: 
journals.cambridge.org/article_S1478572204000040, Cambridge University Press, 2004, p. 7.  (Henceforth: 
Wilson 2004.) 
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acceptance of Ligeti’s rhetoric, for instance, when he describes Ligeti’s music as ‘neither inside nor 
outside the modernist frame’.22 Wilson says that Ligeti’s ‘distance’ from the avant garde is 
overstated precisely because of such commentaries. The image that is assimilated by the composer 
is therefore one of independence. He is isolated and autonomous and considered the higher 
authority when he comments on his own work. Wilson points out that this degree of independence 
is especially important for the composer, not only egotistically, but also for their successful 
competition in a growing market economy.23 Self-marginalisation is a valuable marketing tool in 
the contemporary pluralistic context. Composers now possessed the initiative to differentiate 
themselves from other creators and demonstrate their uniqueness. The irony of this situation, as 
Wilson points out, is that the formerly radical desire to defiantly liberate the individual from the 
‘dictates of the mass market’ during Romanticism and early Modernism is reversed. No longer is 
individualism simply a symbol for the integrity of the ‘laws of art’: it has now become an 
instrument in the commercial marketing of the composers’ image.24  
 
 
 
1.3 Intention in Modern Music 
 
 
Structure and Sound 
The heard or unheard and the intended or unintended in modern music have been bones of 
contention since the birth of modernism. The motives for this contention are varied and many. In 
this section I shall attempt to outline the prevailing perspectives on modernism in relation to 
composer intention.   
Upon discussing his work Lontano in Ligeti in Conversation, Ligeti describes the unheard 
subversive ‘micropolyphonies’ at work: 
 
Both Atmosphères and Lontano have a dense canonic structure. But you cannot actually hear the 
polyphony, the canon. You hear a kind of impenetrable texture, something like a very densely woven 
cobweb, I have retained melodic lines in the process of composition, they are governed by rules as 
strict as Palestrina’s or those of the Flemish school, but the rules of this polyphony are worked out by 
me. The polyphonic structure does not actually come through, you cannot hear it; it remains hidden in 
a microscopic, underwater world, to us inaudible.25 
 
                                                     
22 Ibid. p. 8. Quote originally from: Williams, Allastair. New Music and the Claims of Modernity, Aldershot: Scolar 
Press, 1997.  
23 Ibid. p. 6. 
24 Ibid. p. 6. 
25 Ligeti 1983, pp. 14-15. 
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Ligeti’s highly complex polyphony is indeed inaudible in this direct sense and remains a 
compositional technique employed as a means to a greater end, a greater aesthetic end. This self-
declared stringency of compositional practice can be compared to the stringency of the self-
imposed rules laid down by the serialists. Ligeti passes quickly over the technicalities of the 
compositional process and relates to the aesthetic actuality of the work directly.  
In her article ‘“Tone-Color, Movement, Changing Harmonic Planes”: Cognition, Constraints, 
and Conceptual Blends in Modernist Music’, Amy Bauer discusses the apparent discontinuity 
between the structure and the actual sound of Ligeti’s ‘Micropolyphonic’ music of the 1960’s. She 
observes that comments such as the one above actually place Ligeti in proximity with composers 
such as Boulez who systematically organise pitch material. In similarity with the serialists, Ligeti 
also employs stringent rules for the organisation of pitch, and on a par with Palestrina, creates 
‘inaudible’ structures.26 Ligeti apparently supposes that the systematic aspects of structuring ‘lie 
below the threshold of conscious perception’.27 ‘Micropolyphony’ is discussed in greater detail in 
Part II, and the perceptibility of subversive compositional techniques is a reoccurring theme during 
the course of this dissertation. For the time being it suffices to point out that from a postmodern 
perspective, Ligeti’s position is perhaps not all that far removed from the serialists in terms of rigid 
underlying structural organisation. More recent interpretative efforts perhaps tend to regard the 
underlying pitch structuring as simply a means to supply material for a project which instead was 
more concerned about the implications for the aesthetic surface than previously insinuated. Ligeti 
clearly encourages the listener to focus on the surface and not the technical aspects of his writing. 
His many comments and descriptive associations offer the listener a point of entry for a subjective 
experience of his music.  
 
 
 
 
 
                                                     
26 Bauer, Amy. ‘“Tone-Color, Movement, Changing Harmonic Planes”: Cognition, Constraints, and Conceptual 
Blends in Modernist Music’, in The Pleasure of Modernist Music, 2004, p. 121. (Henceforth: Bauer 2004.)  
27 Ibid. p. 121.  
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Hermeneutical Responsibility 
This tendency towards encouraging the listener’s subjectivity by offering personal, metaphorical 
and descriptive comment is to be found consistently in Ligeti’s writings and interviews since the 
1950’s. Through these comments Ligeti champions the listener’s ability to listen at the expense of 
his own ownership of the work. This ownership can be interpreted as the composer’s intentions or 
the ideologies that the composer abides by when composing the work. Instead, Ligeti’s own 
comments encourage subjective thought and do not by any means dictate it. This is an attitude 
associated with postmodernism that recognises the rights and abilities of the ‘reader’ and broadens 
hermeneutical scope.  
Issues of ‘ownership’ and the apportionment of hermeneutical responsibility were exposed by 
the French literary critic Roland Barthes. Barthes wrote ‘The Death of the Author’28 in 1967, the 
work soon becoming recognised as ‘augury’ for postmodernism.29 In this short essay classical 
criticism is opposed in favour of the ‘reader’. Barthes describes the modernist emphasis on the 
individual and the greatness and importance attached to the author: ‘the explanation of a work is 
always sought in the man or woman who produced it, as if it were always in the end, through the 
more or less transparent allegory of the fiction, the voice of a single person, the author “confiding” 
in us.’30 However, there is incongruence between the reality that the author may act upon and the 
symbolism employed to communicate. Text cannot convey any singular meanings since language is 
conditioned by culture, quotes and innumerable other aspects of society. The search for any hidden 
deeper meaning in narration is unavoidably compromised:  
Once the Author is removed, the claim to decipher a text becomes futile. To give a text an Author is 
to impose a limit on that text, to furnish it with a final signified, to close the writing. Such a 
conception suits criticism very well, the latter then allotting itself the important task of discovering the 
Author (or its hypostases: society, history, psyche, liberty) beneath the work: when the Author has 
been found, the text is ‘explained’ – victory to the critic.31 
 
The author loses his responsibility for the meaning of the narration as it is handed over to the 
reader. The symbolism of language is to be interpreted by the reader and the significance of the 
author is annulled. Any inner ‘thing’ the writer wishes to ‘translate’ into narration is only 
                                                     
28 Barthes, Roland. ‘The Death of the Author’ (1977), in Image-Music-Text, Transl. Stephen Heath, New York: Hill 
and Wang, 1978. (Henceforth: Barthes 1978).  
29 Ashby, Arved. ‘Intention and Meaning in Modern Music’, in The Pleasure of Modernist Music, Rochester: 
University of Rochester Press, 2004. p. 27. (Henceforth: Ashby 2004.)  
30 Barthes 1978. p. 143.  
31 Ibid. p. 147. 
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explainable by means of a ‘ready-formed’ dictionary of connotations. Barthes singles out Mallarmé 
as the first to identify the full extent of the necessity to substitute the author with the language: 
‘Mallarmé’s entire poetics consists in suppressing the author in the interests of writing’.32 By doing 
so Mallarmé was in a position to be truly innovative. By suppressing the need to communicate any 
subversive agenda and translate any inner ‘things’ using the ‘ready-formed’ dictionary, he could 
distance himself from the past and write for an eternal present.  
In his article ‘The Musician Writes: For the Eyes of the Deaf?’, Boulez applies similar ideas 
to music when discussing invention through writing.33 These ideas are also relevant to Boulez’s 
own compositions, as Guldbrandsen demonstrates in Tradisjon og tradisjonsbrudd (discussed in 
greater detail in section 1.5 ‘Musical Invention’). Boulez is able to distance himself from the ready-
formed musical dictionary of his predecessors and invent through writing. The results of his 
compositional procedures are unknown to even him until they are complete. He is simultaneously 
able to make these procedures relevant to the aesthetic actuality of the works.  
In terms of reception and the study of music, Boulez is again in alliance with Barthes. In 
place of deciphering the text, Barthes proposes a ‘disentanglement’ of the structure. The text should 
be ‘run’ or ‘ranged over’ at every level without futile attempts to penetrate and find an ultimate 
meaning.34 When discussing how a work of music should be ‘read’, Boulez expresses very similar 
ideas:  
 
In short many things have to be thought about, and it might be well not to think about all of them at 
once. The only feasible and reasonable attitude undoubtedly bases its chances on a circumscribed 
pragmatism and a direct assessment of the events being manipulated. To be systematic, a doctrine 
would have to be so ramified, and to take into account so many contradictory things, that the effort 
would be out of all proportion to the results obtained. Assessing and evaluating step by step in 
accordance with the situation, while taking account of the factors of the moment, but only of those; 
considering a localised situation while relating it to the whole of the work by means of strict common 
lines; this, it seems to me, is the most effective way of proceeding, because it can take into account of 
accidents, momentary deviations, and long-range planning all at once. It does not keep resorting to 
disproportionately weighty apparatus, but on the contrary allows the importance of methods to be 
adapted to the expression of needs, and the needs of expression.35  
 
Boulez indicates an approach to studying music that in likeness with the views of Barthes, takes 
into account the vast possibilities contained in the material in question. These hermeneutical 
                                                     
32 Ibid. p. 143. 
33 Boulez 2004, pp.197-222. 
34 Barthes 1978, p.147.  
35 Boulez 2004, p. 221.  
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endeavours must not be overbalanced towards any particular discipline or dogma; they must take 
into account the immediacy of the material in question, the experience of the situation.  
 
Ligeti and Intention in Music 
Ligeti’s work has not attracted any excessive amount of analytical attention. Ligeti’s comments, 
together with his rejection of serial techniques and organic tendencies in his music, perhaps gave an 
ambivalent impression to the modernist analysts occupied with attempting to verify structures of 
formal coherence and rationalistic unity. However, since the early 1980’s the situation has changed 
and the flourishing of postmodernism has encouraged the musicological community to re-evaluate 
music with a refreshingly aesthetic attitude. Musical literature has become increasingly 
aesthetically orientated over the past few years in response to the modernist rationalistic tendencies 
that reigned earlier. Ligeti’s refurbishment of his ideas in the early 80’s has certainly disclosed new 
modes of thought for musicologists to embrace. These ideas are, as Ligeti has always maintained, 
external. However, aspects of these ideas may indeed lead the analyst to approach musical works 
from new angles.  In addition, these ideas may offer a more direct insight into aesthetic aspects of 
the music as it is experienced and as associations are formed. In the program note for Atmosphères, 
Ligeti cites a particular childhood dream as the source for inspiration: 
 
 
As a small child I once had a dream that I could not get to my cot, to my safe haven, because the 
whole room was filled with a dense confused tangle of fine filaments. It looked like the web I had 
seen silkworms fill their box with as they change into pupas. I was caught up in the immense web 
together with both living things and objects of various kinds – huge moths, a variety of beetles – 
which tried to get to the flickering flame of the candle in the room; enormous dirty pillows were 
suspended in this substance, their rotten stuffing hanging out through the slits in the torn covers. 
There were blobs of fresh mucus, balls of dry mucus, remnants of food all gone cold and other such 
revolting rubbish. Every time a beetle or a moth moved, the entire web started shaking so that the big, 
heavy pillows were swinging about, which, in turn, made the web rock harder. Sometimes the 
different kinds of movements reinforced one another and the shaking became so hard that the web 
tore in places and a few insects suddenly found themselves free. But their freedom was short-lived, 
they were soon caught up again in the rocking tangle of filaments, and their buzzing, loud at first, 
grew weaker and weaker. The succession of these sudden, unexpected events gradually brought about 
a change in the internal structure, in the texture of the web. In places knots formed, thickening into an 
almost solid mass, caverns opened up where shreds of the original web were floating about like 
gossamer. All these changes seemed like an irreversible process, never returning to earlier states 
again. An indescribable sadness hung over these shifting forms and structure, the hopelessness of 
passing time and the melancholy of unalterable past events.36 
 
                                                     
36 Ligeti 1983, p. 25. 
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This dream provided a starting point, an incentive for Ligeti to create a musical language capable of 
bringing the idea to musical fruition. The relevance of Ligeti’s initial idea to the actual listening 
experience is questionable as Ligeti himself points out:  
 
Of course I have no liking for anything expressly illustrative or programmatic, but that does not mean 
I defend myself against music that suggests associations. On the contrary, sounds and musical 
contexts continually bring to my mind the feeling of colour, consistency, and visible or even testable 
form. And on the other hand, colour, form, material quality and even abstract ideas involuntarily 
arouse in me musical conceptions. That explains the presence of so many ‘extramusical’ features in 
my compositions. Sounding planes and masses, which may succeed, penetrate or mingle with one 
another – floating networks that get torn up or entangled – wet, sticky, gelatinous, fibrous, dry, brittle, 
granular and compact materials, shreds, curlicues, splinters and traces of every sort – imaginary 
buildings, labyrinths, inscriptions, texts, dialogues, insect – states, events, processes, blendings, 
transformations, catastrophes, disintegrations, disappearances – all these are elements of this non-
purist music.37 
 
Ligeti champions subjective association but denies programmatic motivations. The external sources 
provide inspiration for the composer and may enhance a listening experience should the listener be 
encouraged to explore these or other subjective associations. Charles Wilson points out that these 
autobiographical references also ‘help to dispel the aura of chilly remoteness that normally 
surrounds avant-garde figures’.38 However, the danger with programmatic comments, such as 
above, is that they can all the same be naively passed as the intentions of the composer. Ligeti 
further blurs the distinction between encouraging subjective listening associations and 
compositional intention when he relates his own personal analytical vocabulary to the descriptions 
he offers. As Wilson describes, Ligeti associates the above quoted fantasy ‘web of sound’ with his 
term ‘micropolyphony’ (the intricate weaving of short polyphonic strands to form a dense carpet of 
sound).39 These terms become increasingly personal once they are associated with the composer’s 
dreams. Wilson goes on to discuss associations conjured up by other terms coined by Ligeti such as 
‘meccanico-type music’. This term is directly related to a story by the Hungarian author Gyula 
Krudy about a woman living alone in a house surrounded by clocks and other mechanical 
artefacts.40  
The motive behind these comments, the personal analytical language, and dream associations, 
is not an attempt on the composer’s part to share his musical intentions with his audience. Ligeti 
himself states above that he is against any programmatic interpretation of his music but open for 
                                                     
37 Griffiths, Paul. György Ligeti, Great Britain: Robson, 1999. p. 26-27. Originally from: Nordwall, Ove: György 
Ligeti, Eine Monographie, Mainz: Schott, 1971. p. 41.   
38 Wilson 2004, p. 14. 
39 Wilson 2004, p. 13.  
40 Ligeti 1983, p. 17. 
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subjective association. His own comments can therefore only be interpreted as his own personal and 
subjective associations with his music. The fact that these associations may occur before a work is 
commenced is of consequence to the composer as compositional decisions might be affected. 
However, in line with Ligeti’s comments above, an audience need not be aware of his own 
associations when experiencing the work. Ligeti’s personal analytical terms must then be 
understood as his own personal method for describing aspects of his compositional technique.     
Ligeti’s himself identifies aspects in his music that resemble features of fractal geometry41. 
This is example of an a posteriori attempt to secure relevance in the world of composition. Ligeti’s 
Kyrie (from the Requiem 1963-65) exemplifies what he means by references to fractal geometry. 
However, Ligeti himself says that he was not consciously aware of the similarities until long after 
the work was completed.42 What I believe to be Ligeti’s first public reference to this analogy was 
made when he received the Grawemeyer Award for Music Composition in New York in 1986:  
 
I do not use direct mathematical translation into my music, like Xenakis… The influence is poetic: 
fractals are the most complex ornaments ever, in all the arts, like the Book of Kells or the Alhambra. 
They provide exactly what I want to discover in my own music, a kind of organic development.43 
 
Ligeti’s awareness of fractal geometry came at a time when he was re-evaluating his style and role 
in the western art music tradition. Relatively few works by Ligeti emerged during this period of 
change in the early 1980’s as Ligeti attempted to find renewed relevance for his music: ‘There has 
been a general changing of the modern to the postmodern in all the arts…I myself became less and 
less happy with experimental and modernist music, but I also reject this à la mode post-Romantic 
style, and many aspects of postmodernism’.44 It was clearly Ligeti’s struggle for legitimacy that led 
him to seek out various new ways of approaching composition and also accounts for the sparseness 
of his work list at this point in time.  
Contrary to issuing guidelines as to how his music should be experienced, Ligeti simply 
offers his thoughts and his own subjective interpretations. By creating a personal analytical 
language and providing intimate associations, other commentators are then free to regurgitate these 
                                                     
41 Scientific term relating to the uniform combination of small fractals to form a chaotic and unpredictable whole.  
42 Bauer, Amy. ‘Canon as Secret Rule, Embodied Sound and Chaotic System in the Music of Ligeti’. 
www.artsci.wustl.edu/˜abauer/canonfinal2.doc,  p. 15. (Referred to henceforth as Bauer. ‘ Canon as a Secret Rule’. 
The author specified that the article be referenced without a date as it awaiting publication.)  
43 Rockwell, John. Laurels at an Auspicious Time for György Ligeti; A New Direction and New Honours for the 
Composer.  New York Times; Nov 11, 1986; p. C13,1.  
44 Ibid.  
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comments made by the composer. Accompanying these comments are often statements by the 
commentator declaring the validity of the interpretation because it comes directly from the 
composer. In doing so, the commentator claims to have clearly identified the composers’ intentions 
and therefore what the composer wishes for us to hear in his music. The above Ligeti quotations are 
found in numerous books, articles, and programme notes on his music. However, more often than 
not there is no explanation of the paradox between Ligeti’s self-declaed subjective associations 
contained in the quotes and the accompanying commentaries that insinuate to having disclosed 
Ligeti’s programmatic intentions.  
As for the actual significance of Ligeti’s personal associations and analytical terms, amongst 
other things, they serve to isolate Ligeti’s position as a composer of unique ability and 
compositional style. As discussed in section 1.2, these are qualities essential for survival in the 
pluralist, competitive modern day market economy environment.  
Ligeti is also well aware of the reliance of commentators on his own remarks. Ligeti 
describes an occasion when he remarked in a programme note that the timbre of Atmosphères plays 
a structural role in forming the work.45 Subsequently he discovered that this regretful and 
superficial remark led to the categorisation of his music as ‘texture music’: ‘Critics who do not 
know enough about music often comment on the programme notes instead of on the music they 
hear. That is how Atmosphères came to be considered “timbre music” and I was put into the same 
pigeon-hole with Penderecki’.46 Recognising this compromise of the uniqueness of his work, Ligeti 
employed terms such as ‘micropolyphony’. Commentators would now employ these terms which 
help to place a focus on the internal workings of the piece and give it critical substance. No longer 
pigeon-holed, Ligeti’s manipulation of critical short-sightedness served to raise his status as a 
composer of greater individuality. However, the cost of this increased personal uniqueness is of 
course the bewilderment of an unassuming audience. No longer were they allowed to simply absorb 
the ephemeral shifting of the mass in Atmosphères, but now they were supposed to understand the 
‘micropolyphonic’ intricacies of a 48 part canon submerged therein. Ironically the credibility of the 
music does not suffer; the work is now further beyond comprehension due to the unique and 
complex genius at the heart of its conception. Reverential status draws ever closer.  
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The shrewd Ligeti does though succeed in avoiding the isolation of either the critic or the 
public. With the Barthesian ‘neither-norness’ of his stance he is able to offer some satisfaction to 
both parties. The dream quotes capture the imagination of his audience, and the critical acceptance 
of the analytical terms gives his work technical credibility. Boulez and Ligeti then, by comparison, 
although commonly portrayed as the rationalist and the fantasist respectively, are perhaps not far 
removed from one another in terms of commentarial manipulation. Both share the common goal of 
affirming their uniqueness through compositional credibility and complexity. In addition, both 
arguably prioritise the aesthetic actuality of their work, even though this is not a perspective 
supported by a large portion of modernist criticism. The next section entitled ‘Boulez and a New 
Language’ (1.4) explores the varying receptions of the two composers in greater detail.   
 
The Mediation of Metaphors  
In ascertaining that Ligeti’s comments are innocently post-compositional, subjective listening aids, 
should these comments be disregarded? As has been indicated, such comments unavoidably 
influence a listening experience. The dry analytical nature of some modernist programme notes 
may isolate the music from the audience, resulting in either the passivity or obedience of an 
audience attempting to experience the intentions of a composer. On the other hand comments of an 
associative nature, when presented in a descriptive fashion may condition the listener and even – as 
Amy Bauer suggests, act as an extension of the composition.47  
Bauer explores the ‘listenability’ of modern music as aided by the metaphors contained in 
Ligeti’s commentaries. She studies Ligeti’s Lontano and directs her attention to three typically 
metaphorical passages of comment made by the composer regarding the work. Initially, Bauer 
considers the subversive systems that Ligeti refers to in his music. These are ‘indirect’, 
imperceptible structures submerged beneath the surface of the music that ally Ligeti with the 
serialists. Bauer questions the philosopher Roger Scrunton’s ideological stance that for music to be 
listenable, an order in the music must be heard. This view is supported by Fred Lerdahl, perhaps the 
foremost advocate of the view that for music to be comprehensible the listener must be able to form 
a mental representation of the structure of what has actually been perceived. These views lend to 
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the emblematic modernist musicological ideology that the meaning of a work is to be found 
internally in the work and nowhere else. In opposition Bauer argues then that ‘“to hear the sounds 
as music” is never restricted to parsing a work’s concrete, self referential details, but relies on the 
necessary mediation of a metaphor’.48  
Bauer’s article is largely cued by Lerdahl and his ally Rochberg’s implications that ‘a 
hierarchically structured, topically constrained listening grammar models normal cognition’.49 In 
his article ‘Cognitive Constraints on Compositional Systems’,50 Lerdahl exemplifies Boulez’s Le 
Marteau sans Maître (1954) in his attack on serialism and uses the work to demonstrate the rift 
between compositional system and what is cognitively perceived. This article is typical of the large 
body of work by Lerdahl, and presents theories derived from linguistic models. As in the book A 
Generative Theory of Tonal Music,51 in which hierarchical aspects of tonal music are grammatically 
explored and ultimately charged with responsibility for the cognitive listenability of tonal music, 
Lerdahl now explores the unheard grammar of serialism. This unheard grammar is, according to 
Lerdahl, the reason for the perceptual restraints of much modernist music.   
In opposition, Bauer points out that ‘to speak of music at all is to speak metaphorically’.52 
The employment of Lerdahl’s theory imported from linguistics to explain music is itself a 
metaphorical tool. She explains that Lerdahl’s metaphors are very much rooted in musical 
formalism and that the underlying tenet described by Lerdahl is: to hear music is to understand it 
and that to understand it is to see it.53 Bauer describes how Ligeti’s metaphors are not much 
different than Lerdahl’s. Both contain information that the listener can employ at a later point in 
time that will essentially help or hinder a listening experience. Ligeti uses terms such as 
‘submerged structure’ and ‘static structure’ while Lerdahl imports grammatical tools from language 
to explain the significance of music. Bauer does not disagree with Lerdahl’s use of linguistic tools 
to explain music, but rather criticises the attempt to suggest that music can be completely 
understood through this internal self-referential grammar alone.  
                                                     
48 Ibid. p. 122 
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Bauer outlines the growing interest in cognitive science which suggests that most of our 
‘abstract reasoning and conceptualisation is guided by metaphor’.54 She describes how recent 
research points towards the conceptual mapping of physical experiences onto abstract intellectual 
understanding. Metaphors are used in all aspects of thought and communication by the mind to 
process and interpret information. In language the obvious metaphorical examples are the use of 
expressions such as ‘he suffered a mental breakdown’.55 This is a typical example of cross domain 
mapping. References from one domain (in this case the word ‘breakdown’) are brought into the 
new context to add greater meaning to the situation in question. Such ideas may also be applied in 
music, as they are in many of the sciences. The metaphors involved are not unilateral such as 
Lerdahl’s listening grammar, but are a conceptual blend. The listener draws from many conceptual 
sources to map an experience of a work.  
In her doctoral thesis Perspectives of Musical Meaning, Hallgjerd Aksnes draws on many of 
the same sources when exploring this recent trend towards new analytical approaches that 
increasingly take into account musical experience.56 George Lakoff, Mark Turner and Mark L. 
Johnson are just a few of the leading researchers engaged in this field who provide a foundation for 
both Bauer and Aksnes’s texts.57 In chapter 8 of her thesis, Aksnes makes use of these theories to 
warrant a ‘…listener-orientated approach that seeks to reflect the heterogeneity and embodiment of 
musical experience’.58 She argues that metaphor theory can integrate musical experience into 
analysis in a way that traditional structural-analytical approaches cannot. She approaches works by 
Geirr Tveitt, analysing them not by studying the score or the ‘music itself’, but through a 
combination of all experiential aspects involved with a musical encounter, e.g.: auditory, visual, 
emotional, linguistic etc.59 The metaphorical language which arises, and the web of associative 
information, forms a discussion of the music that has grown from a real time experience or 
posterior reflection. Aksnes points out that metaphor as an analytical tool can help us to continue 
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where traditional structural analysis leaves off, taking us beyond the confines of autonomous 
structural analysis – long regarded as the key to meaning in music, and into the infinite domain of 
metaphorical association.60  
The ways in which we understand music are highly complex. Music cannot be regarded as 
‘pure music’ as we are reliant on such a huge cognitive complex of processes to give meaning to 
the music. Many of these cognitive processes are reliant on personal experience and disposition. 
Ligeti’s own comments certainly offer some insightful examples on how metaphor can provide 
incentives for the pursuit of meaning in music or affect the disposition of a listener.    
As we have seen, Ligeti’s comments contain vast scope for interpretation. The numerous 
metaphors he employs when describing his music condition the listener and pave the way to 
conceptual blending. Each metaphor or element of ‘input’ entails possible ‘target spaces’ and opens 
up ‘mental spaces’.61 By doing so, the input is in effect an extension of the work; for example, 
when Ligeti says: ‘Lontano Is a Moiré Fabric’, the concept of densely patterned fabric is equated 
with the ‘Lontano’ space. Musical scales, harmonies and melodic lines may then be seen as the 
threads of the weave which is Lontano.62 In the same passage Ligeti describes Lontano as a vast 
space which the listener can move through. Several associations to other metaphors arise from this 
comment, such as ‘Loud is near/soft is far’, ‘Listening is following a path’, and ‘Change of state is 
change of location’.63 The listener is no longer exterior to the listening experience but mentally in 
the space of the composition. Distances between events and qualities of movement open up new 
mental spaces. 
Bauer ascertains that these metaphors are a highly structured part of our listening experience. 
Conventions of listening to music are combined with metaphorical associations and stored for 
future reference. This is therefore a space the mind can open up when faced with new experiences 
and complex structures.64  
The metaphorical language of Lerdahl and Scrunton is one that constitutes that modern music 
is not cognisable. They claim that the internal structures of modern music cannot be heard and 
therefore cannot be understood in a listening experience. The listener, when faced with this 
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negative metaphoric input, may indeed be disadvantaged when it is implied that there is nothing of 
value to be heard on the surface of the work. Instead, Bauer and Aksnes offer an alternative 
approach to modernist music that does not alienate the listener, but instead offers associative leaps 
through metaphorical domains. The input of extra-musical metaphors condition a musical 
experience and offer a wide range of target spaces, allowing the mind to associate more freely to 
music.   
    
     
1.4 Boulez and a New Language 
 
An ‘Exemplary’ Analysis 
Ligeti was inadvertently involved in contributing to the myths of serialism with his 1958 analysis of 
Boulez’s ‘Structures 1a’ (1952).65 Ligeti had fled from Hungary only two years previously and 
upon his arrival in Cologne Stockhausen suggested that he analyse the piano work for Die Reihe. 
Steinitz writes that Ligeti had received a score of the work before leaving Hungary and that he had 
speculated in a previously published article in the German journal Melos that serialism or a ‘new 
tonality’ may replace tonality.66 Ligeti had also written articles for the Hungarian journals Zenei 
Szemle (Music Review) and Új Zenei Szemle (New Music Review). Steinitz points to the September 
1955 issue of Új Zenei Szemle and Ligeti’s article ‘Remarks on the Development of Bartóks 
Chromaticism’ as anticipatory of the ‘Structures Ia’ analysis.67  Steinitz goes on to say that before 
leaving Hungary, Ligeti had become more familiar with serialism through Hanns Jelinek’s text 
book on twelve note composition68 and through reading Thomas Mann’s Doktor Faustus. He knew 
of the serialisation of the parameters of rhythm, dynamics and instrumentation, and even composed 
the serial Chromatic Fantasy (1956) for piano and began work on a twelve-note oratorio, a 
Requiem, and Chromatic Variations, also for piano. In his Bartók article, Ligeti praises Bartók’s 
chromatic architecture and ‘twelve-tonalism’ for being a higher synthesis of two contradictory 
                                                     
65 Ligeti, György. ‘Pierre Boulez. Decision and Automatism in Structure Ia’ (1958), in Die Reihe 4, Transl. Leo 
Black, Vienna: Universal Edition, 1960. pp. 36-62. (Henceforth: Ligeti 1960.)  
66 Steinitz, Richard. György Ligeti: Music of the Imagination, Boston: Northeastern University Press, 2003. p. 85. 
(Henceforth: Steinitz 2003.)  
67 Ibid.  
68 Jelineks book is entitled: Anleitung zur Zwölftonkomposition, Vienna: Universal Edition, 1952.  
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systems.69  Considering this early respectful persuasion towards serialism, it is interesting to 
observe the gradual change in attitude towards the serialism of Boulez, demonstrated in the 
‘Structures Ia’ analysis, and finally resulting in scepticism. This scepticism is illustrated during his 
conversation with Pétér Várnai about his time working in the West Deutsche Rundfunk Cologne 
studio in 1957: ‘While I was there I made a detailed analysis of Boulez’s “Structures Ia”, with the 
result that whilst I found serial music extremely interesting I realised that it was not for me. I was 
fascinated by serialism but found it too dogmatic. And, as I said earlier, I detest dogmas.’70     
As Guldbrandsen points out, Ligeti’s article became a central reference point for subsequent 
analyses, most likely due to its clarity and pedagogic nature. Carl Dahlhaus refers to the article as 
an ‘… exemplary analysis of Structures Ia’.71  Guldbrandsen goes on to outline the shortfalls of the 
article in some detail. Ligeti is portrayed as somewhat naive and new to the field of serialism and 
indeed misguided by Boulez’s comments regarding the work which he had access to by way of a 
Boulez letter, later expanded on in the essay ‘Possibly…’.72 In this essay Boulez outlines the 
possibilities of his series, but stops short of detailing the inconsistent interpretation of the stringent 
processes in practise.73 Inevitably Ligeti echoes Boulez’s own comments alluding to rigidity and 
criticises the work for the ambiguities that he finds. This criticism and Ligeti’s failure to relate to 
the actuality of the work and its musical attributes is the most likely cause of the icy front Ligeti 
received from Boulez during the following decade.74  
Guldbrandsen points to the first mistake of isolating ‘Structures Ia’ from the following 
movements, ‘Ib’ and ‘Ic’. The material Ligeti presents ‘cannot even be seen as a movement, but 
instead as a less independent exposition of the material for the entirety of Structures I’.75  The 
material is therefore not as receptive to an analysis of constructive principles as Ligeti suggests it 
might be. There are numerous examples of misconceptions on Ligeti’s part which would soon begin 
to symbolize modernist hermeneutical approaches, as Guldbrandsen describes.  
                                                     
69 Steinitz 2003, p. 85. 
70 Ligeti 1983, pp. 35-36. 
71 Guldbrandsen 1997, p. 50.  
72 Ibid.  
73 Boulez 1991. 
74 Steinitz 2003, p. 89. 
75 Guldbrandsen 1997, p. 51: ‘Det kan ikke engang uten videre betraktes som en sats, men like gjerne som en mindre 
selvstendig eksposisjon av materialet for hele Structures I.’ (Translated by the author.) 
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Perhaps the most significant issue is that Ligeti appears to believe that serialism amounts to a 
rejection of hierarchy: the various constituents of the different parameters are regarded as equal, in 
contrast to tonal music, for example, where individual pitches perform certain functions of varying 
importance. This is suggested in his approach to analysing the work and in his division of the 
analysis into three compositional stages, outlined at the beginning of the article:  
 
Decision I  
A. Selection of elements. 
B. Choice of an arrangement for these elements 
C. Choice of further operations to be carried out with these arrangements (‘arrangements of 
arrangements’) and mutual relationships of the individual arrangements to each other. 
Automatism 
Elements and operations, once selected, are, as it were, fed into a machine, to be woven into structures 
automatically, on the basis of the relationships chosen. 
Decision II 
The automatically derived structure is to some extent crude, and one must work on it further, taking 
decisions in dimensions that are not employed mechanically. If, for example the parameter 
‘dynamics’ or ‘register’ has not been passed into the machine, then one can work over the crude 
structure by directing these left-over parameters. This can be done aleatorically, or with definite 
formal aims, such as to form or avoid particular connections within the given crude structure.76  
 
This summary of intention amounts to a preconceived method for analysis with a focus on treating 
the elements of the work as equal. As with any preconceived theory, the answers gained can only be 
understood in light of the questions asked. The scope of the results will, in the spirit of positivism, 
either substantiate or be incongruent with the theory in question. No elements of hierarchy will be 
found as none are sought after. Irregularities in the compositional method according to this analysis 
are termed ‘flaws’ by Ligeti and on one occasion are even attributed to Boulez having an ‘off 
day’!77  
Ligeti assumes then that the structure is a statistical complex calculated by Boulez in his 
quest to break with the past. It perhaps seemed logical, following the Second Viennese School’s 
utilisation of hierarchical forms, that the post-war serialists should want to be rid of hierarchies 
born of tradition. However, as Guldbrandsen points out, Ligeti’s criticism of the non-linear aspects 
                                                     
76 Ligeti 1960, p. 36. 
77 Ibid. p. 47. 
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of the articulation series, to name but one example, is misconceived.78 In addition, elements of 
hierarchy are present: Boulez does operate with central pitches, tone groups, and pitch areas. Indeed 
this is one of the many significant themes of Guldbrandsen’s book. Procedural operations and 
unpredictable results in many of Boulez’s subsequent works have been overlooked in favour of 
preconceived notions of linearity. Guldbrandsen goes on to demonstrate, with the help of 
Piencikowski79, how the rows in ‘Structures Ia’ are actually transposed over themselves. With these 
transpositions, interval relationships are maintained horizontally, vertical pitch groups are formed 
and certain notes occur more frequently than others. These assets are certainly more readily 
apparent and relevant to the musical surface of the work. 80  
The ‘inconsistencies’ found by Ligeti in his statistical approach to the analysis mark the 
beginning of Ligeti’s reticence towards serialism. His comments do not seem to suggest that he is 
sceptical to the aesthetic result. He is however opposed to the application of strenuous automatic 
consistencies that, all the same, contain inconsistencies. These inconsistencies occur, according to 
Ligeti, because of the shortcomings of the operations in place or because of the ineptitude of the 
composer. Towards the end of the article Ligeti lends some appreciation to the aesthetic actuality of 
the work and acknowledges the ‘higher unit’ which rises from the ‘statistical complex’. Here we 
find congruence with his comments about his own work. In typical Ligeti fashion he analogizes and 
sees the separate regularities in the music as ‘…comparable to the way the network of neon lights 
flashes on and off in a main street; the individual lamps are indeed exactly controlled by a 
mechanism, but as the separate lights flash on and off, they combine to form a statistical complex. 
Seen from a greater distance these light-complexes merge to form a higher unit’.81 Ligeti does, then, 
provide a weak bridge to the aesthetic actuality and an initial insinuation towards subjective 
thought.  
This inclination towards perception and interpretation of the higher plane of listening and the 
huge potential in this field of research was largely overlooked by the modernist musicologists. 
                                                     
78 The articulation or dynamic of individual notes cannot be consistently executed by the performer throughout the 
entire work when there are twelve varying dynamic levels, from pppp to ffff. These dynamics are not perceivable 
to the listener as precisly quantifiable parameters in the same way that pitch is. Guldbrandsen suggests that these 
articulations simply serve to create differentiation in the material (Guldbrandsen 1997, p. 52). 
79 Guldbrandsen refers to: Piencikowski, Robert. ‘Nature morte avec guitare’, in: Häusler, Josef: Festschrift Pierre 
Boulez, UE, Vienna, 1985, pp. 66-81.  
80 For a detailed summary of Ligeti’s misconceptions and the more recent analyses of ‘Structures Ia’ see 
Guldbrandsen 1997, pp. 50-58.  
81 Ligeti 1960, pp. 61-62. 
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Instead the focus remained on the uncovering of the hidden rules upon which the works are founded 
in order to ‘explain’ and ‘understand’ the works in the manner supposedly intended by the 
composer. The strained relationship between Boulez and Ligeti at the time may be attributed to 
Ligeti’s failure to explore this higher aesthetic plane in any detail. However, as interest in modernist 
structural analysis grew, following what might be termed Ligeti’s augury article, the respect 
commanded by such supposedly complex compositions paradoxically raised the status of the music, 
no doubt to Boulez’s delight.    
This analysis is a prime example of how a great deal of analytical research was to continue 
throughout modernism. Ligeti the critic served to affirm Boulez the composer’s own comments 
regarding the structure of his work while overlooking the actuality of the listening experience. 
Boulez for his part comments on compositional technique but refrains from providing any 
aesthetical comments on his own work. The critic in search of musical meaning has only the 
composer’s technical investigations to go on and assumes that the meaning is therein submerged. 
Boulez has played a significant role in nurturing these rationalistic investigations into his music. 
Portrayals of the differing approaches to understanding Boulez’s music provide an important 
contextual support for investigating Ligeti’s project and the reception of it.   
 
 
1.5 Musical Invention 
 
If Not Intention, What then is the Significance of a Compositional Technique: Musical 
Invention? 
 
Boulez’s apparent interest in literary theory went largely unchecked in the post-war musicological 
environment. It would certainly seem that whilst Boulez fed the theorists what they wanted to hear 
he was subversively preoccupied with his own far more aesthetically orientated project. His 
aesthetic inclinations are certainly supported or inspired by figures such as Mallarmé and the 
literary commentators concerned with literary modernism.  The structural-analytical theorists were 
content to explain away the formulistic facets of his work in the belief that the meaning lies in the 
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content. Meanwhile, the work of Roland Barthes is of increasing significance for the understanding 
Boulez’s project:  
…it is when history is denied that it is most unmistakably at work; it is therefore possible to trace a 
history of literary expression which is neither that of a particular language, nor that of the various 
styles, but simply that of the signs of literature, and we can expect that this purely formal history may 
manifest, in its far from obscure way, a link with the deeper levels of history.82  
 
Upon the destruction of language or style in a bid to assert independence from tradition, the art 
form in question is reduced to its bare bones. This skeleton persists in the identity of the art form. 
Barthes explains that this skeleton – basic written signs, establish and identify literature as an 
institution which lies at a deep fundamental level in history. This underlying level is then swept 
over with the styles, languages and various functions that writers employ.  
The composer must then decide whether to accept or reject the overlying styles, languages 
and functions employed in the tradition.  With the rejection of these traditions and the establishment 
of a new style or language, the underlying fundamentals of the musical tradition come to the fore: 
by way of the new language the focus is directed at elements that remain present and familiar – the 
underlying signs and skeleton that define the music as music. Memory seeks out that which is 
familiar in search of significance. The rejection of tradition actually uncovers the most deep rooted 
bare elements of musical tradition.    
Pierre Boulez would certainly seem to be unambiguous about his intention to breach tradition 
with his serial works of the early 1950’s. His efforts, the accompanying comments about the 
importance of serial techniques and his remark labelling any non-serial composer ‘Inutile’ 
(Useless), were certainly enough for the critics to go on.83 No attention was paid to the blatant 
facets of the musical surface, the basic qualities that might define the music as music. Instead of 
investigating the aesthetic actuality, attention was focused on the audibly inaccessible features of 
the writing process in the belief that the writing process held the key to understanding a work. 
Many musicologists set to work solving the puzzles and challenges laid out by Boulez and his 
contemporaries.  
                                                     
82 Barthes, Roland. Writing Degree Zero (1953), Transl. Annette Lavers and Colin Smith, New York, Hill and Wang, 
1977. p. 2. (Henceforth: Barthes 1977.) 
83 Boulez 1991,  p. 113: ‘What conclusion are we to draw? The least expected: let me state, in my turn, that any 
musician who has not experienced – I do not say understood, but truly experienced – the necessity of dodecaphonic 
language is USELESS. For his entire work brings him up short of the needs of his time.’ 
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Boulez has consistently demonstrated his interest in literary modernism, his major work Pli 
selon pli sets a poem by Mallarmé. His interest also extends to modernist literary criticism. 
Numerous Boulez essays build on the most prominent writings of the French dominated tradition of 
contemporary literary criticism. Musical tradition is historically seen to lag behind upon the outset 
of a new ‘ism’. Literary modernism was evolving as musical romanticism was in full bloom. 
Already with the 1856 publication of Madame Bovary, Flaubert was pressing writers into having to 
decide where their formal loyalties lay: with the adoption or rejection of literary tradition.  
Boulez has himself frequently implied and, on occasion, directly stated that his music is 
misunderstood. A main theme in Guldbrandsen’s book is that Boulez is frequently inconsequent in 
his writing style and by no means as rationally motivated as one might previously have assumed. 
His free-handed interpretation of serial techniques in Pli selon pli are cryptically concealed and 
prove to be more aesthetically driven than motivated by ambitions of stringency. 
Boulez frequently refers to the writings of Roland Barthes, especially upon discussing writing 
or Ecriture.84 Boulez’s interest in and adoption of the Barthesian term ‘writing’ seems to reflect in 
his music as well as in his articles. As Guldbrandsen points out, his use of procedure is vital to his 
writing process. This use of procedure contrasts to earlier serial techniques because the result is 
unpredictable before the process has been carried out. A procedure has to be completed before the 
parameters (such as pitch) are disclosed. At the same time Boulez’s free-handed interpretation of 
serialism and use of procedure serve to ensure pitch fields and hierarchical structures. The resulting 
characteristic pitch fields and note relationships can be perceived because internal relationships are 
formed.  These structures allow the listener to become involved in the listening process. The 
listener is not simply ‘discovering’ events as they occur in the music but can actually ‘recognise’ 
them. The listener’s perception undergoes modification which will hold perceptive attention. 
Boulez draws similarities with modern composition and techniques extending back ‘to the origins 
of polyphony’ in his article ‘The Musician Writes: For the Eyes of The Deaf?’.85 He says that 
techniques such as augmentation, diminution, inversion, retrograde etc. are very traditional devices 
used to expand upon an original idea often to the point that the original material is no longer 
                                                     
84 As Barthes points out in the introduction to Writing Degree Zero (Barthes 1977), p. 1, the French ‘Ecriture’ is more 
frequently taken broadly to mean the general style and composition or the actions of a writer. 
85 Boulez 2004.  
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perceivable. Boulez uses the ‘cantus firmus’ as an example of initial melody which when 
augmented in time and then combined with the other polyphonic voices must certainly become 
unrecognisably distorted from its original appearance.  The ‘inventor’ refers to an initial material 
but twists this out of recognition by means of writing. The listener’s attention is held because of the 
modification of perception. Inventiveness alone will not hold the attention; there are no internal 
relationships or modifications that can be followed.86  
Boulez describes the utopian efforts of fifties serialism as founded upon the belief that 
writing and schematic stringency guarantee aesthetic validity. He points out that ‘in its desire to 
create, the mind allows itself to speculate in a parallel field, that of the eye, in the confident hope 
that the ear can and must follow.’87 Processes that neatly generate material could be used to form 
huge complexes of pitches or any other musical materials. In a quest for a unified material, 
processes applied to one aspect could be applied to another without any regard for the nature of this 
parameter. This would then lead to the amalgamation of incompatible elements which perception 
will not be capable of deciphering. Only ‘…the composer has a position of static visual supremacy 
in regard to his work’.88  
Boulez offers a solution to this perceptual dead end. Using the second movement of Berg’s 
Kammerkonzert as an example, Boulez highlights Berg’s concern that the monumental turning 
point in the middle of the movement, where the symmetry of the entire movement turns on its axis, 
might go unnoticed. Visually this symmetry is unmistakeable, audibly Berg was unsure and 
according to Boulez, he therefore adds the piano as a suspension point, playing 12 low C sharps 
before it disappears.89 The instinctual ability of the composer is therefore vital in placing this one-
off event into the structure to accentuate a moment of perceptual importance. Boulez describes the 
need for invention through writing, the unique potential of the eye to create integrated material. 
However, this material must also be perceptibly relevant and in check with the ear. Boulez’s 
comments are equally applicable to his own work, as Guldbrandsen demonstrates. The lack of 
dogmatic consequence, previously largely unnoticed in Boulez’s compositional approach, is 
attributed to aesthetical considerations.  
                                                     
86 Ibid. p. 206. 
87 Ibid. 
88 Ibid. p. 208. 
89 Ibid.  
                                       
33 
 
The central theme of Boulez’s article is therefore that the eye and the ear form a ‘stormy 
alliance’90 of necessity. The imagination and vision of the ear can soon become caught up in clichés 
of memory when left to its own devices. The eye is needed for the task of inventing and applying 
techniques that it is more closely associated with. Musical visions can then be fully realised through 
writing.  
The music of Ligeti, from this respect, might be more easily comparable with Boulez’s music 
than previously suggested during the course of modernism. Ligeti professes his imaginative 
incentives and contrives a language that enables the expansion of these ideas. The highly ordered 
individual strands in the weave of polyphony in works such as Atmosphères are by no means 
directly audible, neither are they intended to be. They are practically directly inaudible in any part 
of the work. As in much serial music it is the shifting of larger gestures that modify the perception. 
The smaller building blocks of the material are simply components that processes are applied to, 
processes that serve to fulfil the final goal: that of establishing unity in the work and temporally 
extending the composer’s initial moment of inspiration. The shifting of the mass is the theme, 
realised through inventive writing which allows the seed of inspiration to grow into a temporal 
actuality.  
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1.6 Part I Closing Remarks 
 
Hierarchical and internal relationships in a work of music are often decisive for aesthetical 
reception. As discussed, perception is modified, holding the listener’s attention as the work extends 
over time. It is therefore of interest as to how the compositional process unfolds and which 
techniques are involved in creating relationships in the material. These relationships then interact 
with perception and condition an aesthetic understanding or reception of a work. Part II expands on 
these ideas looking more closely at compositional techniques and Ligeti’s approach to giving his 
ideas ‘temporality’.   
The transition from idea to expression is central to the stylistic forming in Ligeti’s 
compositional approach. It must once again be underlined that Ligeti has no intention of 
programmatically pursing these ideas. The idea is merely a vehicle providing associations that are 
pursued in order to create a musical language. This musical language is then applied to the task of 
making music. Ligeti’s application of the language often results in a music that is in constant 
progression and change. It is unforeseeable, emerging from an irreversible past and moving into an 
uncertain future, as described by Ligeti towards the end of the dream description quoted on page 
17. The preliminary stumbling block was how to render this language on to paper:  
 
Before writing down a composition, first I always imagine what it would sound like; I can practically 
hear the various instruments play. Around 1950, I could hear the music I imagined but I did not 
possess the technique of imagining it put on to paper. The main trouble was that the possibility had 
never occurred to me to write music without bars and bar-lines. Whereas I would have been able to 
note down the harmonic structures and clusters I had in mind I was stuck when it came to the notation 
of metre and rhythm.91  
 
These comments were made during a discussion about Atmosphères and Apparitions. The notion of 
expanding an idea by means of an appropriate musical language, adding the dimension of 
temporality to a spatial idea is clearly central to Ligeti’s compositional approach. In part II the 
focus will be the techniques and devices that Ligeti employs, and how they are relevant to the 
musical actuality.  
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Part II  
Encounters with the Music 
 
2.1 Compositional Approach 
 
Indications of a Structural Approach 
‘Contradictions’ in the music of Schoenberg have been frequently indicated by analysts and even 
suggested by the composer himself. Morgan points out the conflict in the twelve-tone music 
between ‘a progressive system of chromatic, atonal pitch organization and a conservative approach 
to thematic, rhythmic and formal matters.’92  It would seem paradoxical that traditional forms, 
heavily reliant on modulations and other intrinsically tonal tools, should be imported into the realm 
of serialism. A generation of post-war composers, led by Boulez, were much less concerned than 
Schoenberg was with maintaining ties to tradition by such means. Debussy’s Jeux presented a ‘way 
out of this inconsistency’ as Ligeti terms it.93 Morgan points out that Jeux (Games, 1912-13) was 
seen as an ‘incomprehensible puzzle’ by Debussy’s contemporaries.94 The open character of the 
music is a reflection of the isolated musical moments which are held together ‘by a tight network of 
melodic, rhythmic, and harmonic associations’.95 This structural emancipation provided an 
alternative to traditional form and also contained significance for composers much later on in 
modernism. The relationship between isolated lower level elements and how they relate to a larger 
form structures is an integral part of Ligeti’s project.   
 Ligeti later also discovered a similar formal freedom in Mahler’s Sixth symphony. The final 
movement ‘…is only nominally a sonata-rondo; schematic formal structure does not apply here, it 
is all broken up, dissolved. Its cohesion comes from the unity of an all-pervasive mood, or perhaps 
it is due to its thematic material being derived from the same basic pattern, as is the case in the late 
works of Debussy’.96 Inspired by this formal freedom, Ligeti was able to develop a model for an 
                                                     
92 Morgan, R.P. Twentieth Century Music. New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1991. p. 200. (Henceforth: 
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94 Morgan 1991, p. 50. 
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approach which allowed him to envision a large scale form which contained sub-units, each with its 
own form.  
Apparitions (1958-59) is the first completed work which demonstrates this new-fangled 
thinking in full blossom. It was at first based on a work from 1956 called Víziók (Visions) for 
orchestra which forms the first movement of Apparitions. Here Ligeti applies Bartóks golden 
section as interpreted by Ernő Lendvai: ‘Its first part is in a low register and the second in a high 
register; the relative duration of the two parts corresponds to the proportions of the golden section. 
Subsequent shorter parts of the movement are also divided into the same proportion. The golden 
section is in fact the dominant formal principle of the work.’97 Steinitz points out that Ligeti 
supports his friend Lendvai and his constructivist approach to the golden section in an article 
published in 1954, even though Lendvai’s book was heavily criticised for its constructivist 
approach.98 Ligeti does however concede: ‘Looking back on it, I must say that I could have applied 
any other principle of proportions just as well’.99 Ligeti uses the golden section as a device to 
determine the lengths of sections in the work but recognises that the aesthetic result he intended 
could have been achieved by other means. He describes his intention that the ‘overall form was a 
dark block surface followed, through a sudden explosion of light, by a high register block, with the 
dark block containing elements of the following light one and vice versa’.100 These characteristic 
dramatic shifts in register in Apparitions are also a feature of Atmosphères. However, since there is 
only one occurrence of this register shift in Atmosphères it is not possible to ascertain that some 
form of constructivist writing method is in place. This register shift produces maximum effect with 
its singular placement in bar 40 of the work.101  
Parallels to this awareness of elements of constructivism and the relative inconsequence for 
the actual aesthetical result can also be found in serialism. Serialism may be regarded as a method 
of writing which supplies a material that can then be moulded. It may be said that it is with this 
moulding that the actual practise of composition begins. The process of writing is reliant on a 
language but it is the use of this language and the unfolding of the narrative that gives meaning to 
the result, not the grammatical rules of the language.  Ligeti describes the formal characteristics of 
                                                     
97 Ibid. p. 43. 
98 Steinitz 2004, pp. 67-69. Lendvai’s book: Bartóks Style was first published in 1955. 
99 Steinitz 2004, p. 43. 
100 Ibid, p. 43. 
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Atmosphères as operating on two levels. There is an ‘internal structure’ and an ‘audible form’.102 
According to Ligeti the internal structure is not directly audible and neither is it intended to be so. 
In terms of form, Ligeti is perhaps less constructivist than the serialists in that his approach takes 
into account the aesthetic result before he composes. As discussed, Boulez champions Barthesian 
writing for the invention of the music, focusing on the aesthetic result later in the compositional 
process. This is the case for a number of serial composers. Ligeti has a balanced approach to 
forming a language that can extend his ideas and with which he can invent. His formal conception 
comes first and is never far from the compositional process. The ensuing musical language and 
devices used serve to expand the initial idea but also mutate the initial idea beyond the composer’s 
expectations.  
In Volumina (1961-62), written shortly after Apparitions and Atmosphères, Ligeti avoids 
working with intervals all together. This is his only graphically notated work. The graphic 
representations indicate the parameters of the clusters (i.e. proportional registral area, duration, etc.) 
that are performed. Durations and dynamics are precisely marked (Example 1):  
  Example 1 Volumina for organ (1961-62), C.F. Peters EP 5983A, Leipzig. p.18. 
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The nature of the representation does not leave much to chance and as Ligeti points out ‘any player 
who observes the instructions in the score will produce much the same sound’.103 The sound world 
in this work is closely related to that of Atmosphères and Apparitions. The overall impression is that 
of an ephemeral, shifting mass and a gradually evolving extension of register. The organ is well 
suited to the task with its capacity to ascend in register with small imperceptible shifts in tone and 
volume. Once again the form is a consequence of this continual motion.     
Following this ‘total destruction of the intervals’104 Ligeti wrote the Requiem (1963-65), for 
soprano, mezzo-soprano, twenty part mixed chorus and orchestra. This work heralded a return to 
conventional intervallic writing with fixed pitches. Ligeti did not set the entire Requiem, only the 
Introitus, the Kyrie, and the Dies irae, which is divided into two, making four movements. As 
Steinitz points out, the use of approximately half of the text is most likely due to formal 
considerations;105 this work of almost half an hour is Ligeti’s longest at this point in time. As 
Steinitz mentions, Ligeti was well aware of the need to re-evaluate formal considerations for each 
individual work.106 In order to maintain the formal continuity and intensity, the lengths of his works 
are appropriately shortened.  The Kyrie is perhaps the most renowned of Ligeti’s choral works, the 
unique dense weave of the voices concealing an underlying highly intervallic canonic structure 
which will be explored in greater detail shortly.  
 
Modernist Sound for a Purpose – Sound and Form 
The orchestration of post-war modernist works has not provoked any significant interest in 
academic circles, not much is said about it in the formalist accounts of composition at any rate. 
More recently the discipline has received increasing attention.  
Every composer is normally obliged to consider the limits of the instrument(s) he composes 
for. The initial musical material the composer works with is more often than not influenced by the 
instrumentation. During the course of modernism the instrumentation and orchestration of works 
have only been documented sparingly. This is perhaps because the ensembles became smaller 
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following works such as Schoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire, for which an ensemble of 5 performers was 
used, now commonly termed the ‘Pierrot ensemble’ (pf, fl, pic, cl, bcl, vln, vla, cel). This 
contemporary chamber ensemble was more transparent than the rather large scale efforts of other 
composers of the time such as Ravel (1875-1937), Mahler (1860-1911), R. Strauss (1864-1949) and 
Rimsky-Korsakov (1844-1908), who were highly respected for their advances in orchestration. 
Rimsky-Korsakov worked on his cornerstone book The Principles of Orchestration, complete with 
musical examples from exclusively his own works, in the period 1896-1908 and it was published 
for the first time in 1913.107  
The ‘discrete jumps’ in timbre108, as Ligeti terms them, in Weberns opus 10, are the epitome 
of minimalism in terms of Rimsky-Korsakov’s orchestration practice, which is primarily concerned 
with the vertical nature of chord distribution. Webern’s horizontal timbral shifts are pioneering as is 
Schoenberg’s earlier Klangfarbenmelodie. As the term implies, the technique involves distributing 
a melodic line between several instruments adding a greater textural interest in the material than if 
the line was played by a single timbre.  
The post-war serialists and modernists were certainly deeply preoccupied with orchestration 
and instrumentation, even though this actuality remained relatively uncommented until more 
recently. Berio wrote fourteen works entitled Sequenza for a range of solo instruments. These are a 
veritable testimony to his interest in exploring the capabilities of the instruments, both technically 
and regarding timbre. The material explored in these works is intrinsically related to the capabilities 
and exploitation of the instrument in question.    
The instrumentation of modernist music increasingly ceased to be a matter of convention and 
was instead adapted according to the needs or aspirations of the composer. Like Berio, Ligeti 
certainly views the capacity and strengths of the instrument in question as intrinsic to the material 
he composes. His Continuum (1968) for harpsichord is an example of this. Upon receiving a letter 
from harpsichordist Antionette Vischer, Ligeti was immediately inspired by thoughts of the 
harpsichord as a ‘strange machine’ with its mechanical non-continuous short ‘twang of the string’ 
followed by silence:  
I thought to myself, what about composing a piece of music that would be a paradoxically continuous 
sound, something like Atmosphères, but that would have to consist of innumerable thin slices of 
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salami? A harpsichord has an easy enough touch; it can be played very fast, almost fast enough to 
reach the level of a continuum, but not quite (it takes about eighteen separate sounds per second to 
reach the threshold where you can no longer make out individual notes and the limit set by the 
mechanism of the harpsichord is fifteen to sixteen notes a second). As the string is plucked by the 
plectrum, apart from the tone you also hear a quite loud noise. The entire process is a series of sound 
impulses in rapid succession which create the impression of continuous sound.109   
 
The needs or aspirations of the composer were in this case intrinsic to the advancement of the 
technique on the instrument. Ligeti apparently writes for instruments or ensembles that in some way 
inspire his thinking in relation to his personal compositional style or that are suitable vehicles for 
this style. Ligeti saw in the harpsichord the potential that it possessed to imitate a continual flow of 
sound much like the sound of Atmosphères. To achieve this goal he was able to take advantage of 
the rapid mechanism of the harpsichord.   
In the early sixties Ligeti refused a request that he write a work for choir and organ. The two 
together ‘…conjured up in me Liszt’s choral works with organ accompaniment and suddenly my 
enthusiasm was gone’.110 On this occasion he perhaps felt that the ensemble was incompatible with 
his compositional project of the time.  However, upon the approaches of a horn player requesting a 
work for violin, horn and piano Ligeti was far more willing: ‘As soon as he pronounced the word 
horn, somewhere inside my head I heard the sound of a horn as if coming from a distant forest in a 
fairy tale, just as in a poem by Eichendorff.’111 Eichendorff, who is referred to by numerous 
encyclopaedias as ‘last champion of Romantic poetry’ would seem an unusual source of inspiration 
for Ligeti’s contemporary project.  The resulting Trio for violin, horn and piano (1982), with the 
subtitle ‘Hommage à Brahms’, contains conservative formal tendencies but has, as Steinitz points 
out, ‘a rarified sonority’ largely owing to the use of ‘natural horn’ harmonics.112 In addition, the 
piano is tempered and the violin is tuned in natural fifths. The four movements are entitled: I. 
Andantino con tenerezza, II. Vivacissimo molto ritmico, III. Alla Marcia, IV. Lamento: Adagio. 
The violinist Saschko Gawriloff performed the premiere of the work and later asked Ligeti if he 
would consider writing a concerto for him. Following this request, Ligeti reveals that the different 
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levels of intonation in the Horn Trio proved fundamental for the conception of musical ideas for the 
Violin Concerto: ‘In fact, without the Horn Trio there wouldn’t have been a Violin Concerto’.113 
Ligeti was criticised for becoming ‘an enemy of progressive ideals’ by those who saw only 
the classical-romantic influences in the trio.114 However, with Ligeti’s growing impatience with the 
avant garde and his tiredness regarding his cluster techniques – marked by four years unaccounted 
for in his work list, it is understandable that the horn should conjure up escapist notions of distant 
forests and fairy tales.  
Ligeti’s pick and choose attitude towards instrumentation was more common and 
increasingly important in a modernistic environment in which the individual composer’s success 
was often measured by his individual style or identity. Instrumentation is a vital contributory factor 
for this style. The sound quality of the horn in the Horn Trio and the harpsichord for Continuum 
were commensurable with Ligeti’s musical ideas and technique at these points in time. His 
Romanticism with a twist serves to catch the attention of a contemporary audience perhaps not 
expectant of this new but sonically altered accessibility.  
 
The Influence of the Studio on Ligeti’s Timbral Approach 
Ligeti’s time at the WDR studio in Cologne also bore significance for his orchestral compositions. 
Ligeti explains that the ideas he had about creating complex musical planes could be achieved by 
simulating the way partials are used to create more complex sounds in the studio. This analogy was 
applied to the string instruments in particular, resulting in huge complexes of polyphony.115 Ligeti’s 
work in the studio was a significant and liberating factor for his approach to composing for 
conventional instruments.   
Patterns of sound and the continually changing timbres provide the structural initiative for 
Atmosphères and Continuum. The rhythmic processes are of such an intricate nature as to become 
blurred. This idea of perceptual inability to distinguish sounds initially arose in the Cologne studio.  
Ligeti found himself inspired by the changing pattern techniques of Gottfried Michael Koenig. 
Koenig exploited the acoustic phenomenon that occurs when pitches are repeated at a rate of more 
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than 20 per second: when a tune consisting of six notes is played at this tempo the result is heard as 
a chord. It becomes impossible to hear the order in which the different notes occur. Koenig then 
experimented with the repetition of this pattern and every so often altered one or more of the notes 
in the pattern. The result is then one of a shimmering chord which dually contains a kind of 
polyphonic, melodic development: ‘the result was something like seeing the tune through a narrow 
slit, which was moving forward so that at any time you could hear two or three notes together, 
which gave the impression of polyphony. It was still a tune but a strangely blurred one. This 
technique produced a gradually changing pattern’.116  
Ligeti was able to transfer these studio techniques into his instrumental compositions. 
Continuum is certainly a composition in which this technique is clearly the driving force. He 
describes this approach as ‘a method of creating transformations in the “molecular state” of sound. 
Since you cannot play an instrument fast enough to produce a succession of notes at a rate of 
twenty per second, I built the rhythmic shifts into the music. For instance, twenty-four violins 
would play the same tune but with a slight time-lag between them.’117   
 
Continual Timbral Change 
Ligeti’s project is apparently driven by his ideas and inspired by the range of possibilities or 
challenges presented to him by certain instruments. He often chooses specific instruments for their 
potential in the tasks for which they are proposed. It would seem then that the choice of 
instrumentation and timbre is a source of inspiration and challenge. The tone colours are 
manipulated for the cause of a greater structural goal. Timbral considerations do not play a 
structural role in forming works. Instead, the changes and modifications of the patterns in which the 
tone colours occur are the important feature. In Atmosphères Ligeti is concerned with the horizontal 
nature of orchestration à la Webern. However, Ligeti feels that he differs from Webern in that he 
requires the continuous change of timbre and not the discrete jumps in colour that occur in a linear 
motion:  
As it is not possible to change the timbre of an oboe into that of a violin, I combined the sound of the 
four oboes with the sound of many violins in such a manner that first you could just discern a faint 
oboe timbre in the midst of the violins, then the oboe timbre gradually came to dominate the sound. It 
is not just a matter of changing tone colour but also the rate of change, the dosage, and the dynamic 
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modification. Modifications of timbre and dynamics are obviously very significant but the patterns 
emerging from them are even more important.118  
 
According to Ligeti, it is thereby the event of the continual change of timbre that is central to the 
structure and not the timbre in itself. The smooth ascent of register is perhaps the most striking 
feature of the Atmosphères. Different combinations of instruments are introduced tentatively as the 
register ascends, glossing over any inconsistencies in the totality of the sound. Directions in strings 
such as Con Sord, sul tasto, Dolcissimo at the beginning of the score – which becomes legatissimo 
in bar 44, and the gradual change to normal bowing and then sul ponticello between bars 48 and 52 
can be clearly heard, adding intensity to the build up. It is the event of these intricate changes and 
not the timbral quality of these changes that provides the incentive for constant movement and the 
formal structure. Polyphonic patterns are immediately identifiable in the score, even if they are not 
perceived upon listening to the work. The register of the work is expanded chromatically by means 
of sequences of canons. 
Several works of Schoenberg also demonstrate a similar kind of density of sound and shifting 
vertical tonal quality driven by gradual change, despite being conceived of a very horizontal 
material. In contrast to Webern’s discrete horizontal hops, works such as Schoenberg’s op. 16 no. 3 
(1909), also known as Farben, have a dense shifting character. Robert P. Morgan describes Farben 
as a slow canonically derived harmonic progression ‘…with particular emphasis placed on subtle 
timbral transformations in the orchestra’.119 If there is any conventional use of thematic material it 
is engulfed by the density of the textural weave.     
Talking on German radio in 1968 Ligeti offered the following metaphors when discussing 
Atmosphères:  
It has something atmospheric, that is to say, something floating, indeterminate, almost contourless, 
merging into itself, and on the other hand, something atmospheric in the figurative sense. I should like  
to hope...that even if it is not exactly expressive, nevertheless has a quite definite feeling or emotion 
about it, and that it is precisely what is atmospheric or ambience-like.120  
 
This helping hand into the world of associations arguably adds to the intensity on hearing the work. 
The floating stativity of the work captured the attention of Stanley Kubrick who used Atmosphères, 
the Kyrie from the Requiem, and Lux aeterna in his film 2001- A Space Odyssey.  Ligeti has always 
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maintained his aversion to composing film music in fear of compromising his musical integrity by 
‘composing with a stopwatch’.121 Kubrick notoriously used the music without Ligeti’s consent and 
at the expense of Alex North’s original score for the film which was already completed. The 
inclusion of Ligeti’s music wrote film history: the status of film music was now raised. Music could 
now contribute a narrative role, no longer was it restricted to simply furnishing the mood. The vast 
expanses and slowly evolving grandiosity of 2001 are equally complementary of the music as the 
music is of the film. Atmosphères subsequently became internationally renowned for its role in the 
film.  
Atmosphères is characteristic of what may be termed a ‘static’ style. Any marked rhythmic 
features are drowned in the engulfing shifting of the mass. In this way, the work may seem to be 
never ending or suspended in some way, leading to the illusory static effect. An early incitement to 
this staticity is found in the music of Debussy, particularly in Jeux in which the impression of 
suspension can be attributed to the similarly imperceptible intricate harmonic weave. Several works 
of composers of the 1950’s and 60’s also share these qualities which result from attempts to 
neutralise the functionality of form. Stockhausen’s works of the 1950’s are largely representative of 
his ‘moment form’. Works such as Carré (1959-60) or Kontakte (1958-60) avoid stages of 
development and climax and give an independence of events not in prelude or consequence to other 
events.  
Xenakis’s Metastaesis (transformation) (1954) is illustrative of the composer’s highly refined 
architectural approach to ‘static’ musical forms. His use of a durational scheme derived from the 
Fibonacci series results in a proportionally symmetrical work and a static musical quality. Xenakis 
perceived the work as a static edifice. Architectural notions of mass, ruled surface and plan fuelled 
the compositional approach while aesthetically Xenakis was concerned with living proportions and 
the fact that a large number of events not separately perceptible could be united into a huge singular 
composite.122 This was indeed a contrast to the preoccupation with isolated events and the restricted 
perspectives offered by early serial reception. A non-perceptibility of events on a micro level can 
also be found in Ligeti’s Atmoshpères: ‘If one analyses the work from the score, one can see a kind 
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of canon technique, but one cannot hear it, for a canon with so many voices – it has first forty-eight 
and then later fifty-six – is no longer heard as a canon; instead, we hear a continuous musical 
web…and the music seems to spin itself out without any incisions’.123 Ligeti terms this 
supersaturated texture a product of ‘micropolyphony’; the first example of which can be found in 
the second movement of his Apparitions.124   
 
 
2.2 ‘Micropolyphony’ and Perception 
 
To Hear or Not to Hear 
As discussed in section 1.3, ‘Intention in Modern Music’, Ligeti simplistically defines his term 
‘micropolyphony’ as the intricate interweaving of canonic techniques that are not directly audible 
on the surface but are intricately involved in forming it. As Jonathan W. Bernard points out, such 
questions about perception are notoriously difficult to answer, especially analytically. However, he 
suggests that it may be useful to assimilate an understanding for what we might expect to hear in 
this kind of micropolyphonic counterpoint and how the listener may associate it to the tradition of 
Western music.125 Bernard differentiates between ‘direct’ and ‘indirect’ receptions of imitative 
canonic styles. Telemann’s sonatas are arguably ‘direct’ in that the canonic threads are audibly 
imitative, while the threads of intricate imitation in Ockeghem’s Missa prolationum cannot be 
directly followed by even adept listeners.126 Even though imitation cannot be directly identified in 
the latter work, one may still be left with the impression that imitation is indeed taking place thanks 
to the modal confines of the material and the voice-leading style of the music. In the music of Ligeti 
the setting is much more complicated. Aside form the harmonically more challenging material, 
Bernard points out that Ligeti often states in the music that the entries of individual threads should 
be imperceptible.127 Rhythmically the parts are also almost always different and there are indeed 
often many more parts than in earlier polyphonic music.   
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The neutralisation of the voice-leading in Ligeti’s music coincides with his conceptive ideas 
touched upon previously. The dense web of sound frequently referred to by Ligeti is essentially a 
visually static idea: 
 
I first began to think about a kind of static music you find in Atmosphères and Apparitions in 1950: 
music wholly enclosed within itself, free of tunes, in which there are separate parts but they are not 
discernable, music that would change through gradual transformation almost as if it changed its 
colour from the inside.128    
  
By neutralising aspects of voice-leading entries, Ligeti insinuates a relationship between static, 
spatial ideas and temporal canons and saturated textures. In attempts to replicate a dense and static 
idea, Ligeti alleviates elements that will distract from this goal. Throughout the article Bernard 
points out the similarities and differences between Ligeti’s music and the traditional applications of 
imitation. Significantly, the voice-leading entrances, although often imperceptible, are in similarity 
with traditional entries often step-wise in the music of Ligeti. However, in contrast to traditional 
voice-leading the pitches used are more often already heard in another voice. This is especially true 
in Atmosphères and Apparitions, the strands of imitation are so short as to be easily integrated to 
become a vertically saturated texture. Horizontal intervallic relationships are therefore also featured 
vertically.  
The question now arises as to the relevance of the internal canonic structures of Ligeti’s work 
to the sounding surface and overall structure. Do the canonic features come to the surface? When 
such short strands as are found in Atmosphères are used, are they more than simple intervallic 
relationships?  
Ligeti’s Kyrie has an intrinsically canonic nature. There are three main intervals involved in 
the building of the canonic threads: the minor third, tone and semitone. Ligeti uses three minute 
elements to create a huge multi-layered form. The Kyrie has five fugal voices (sop, mez, alt, tenor, 
bass) which each contain four strictly imitative canonic voices. The actual pitch entrances follow a 
twelve-tone series. In her article ‘Canon as Secret Rule, Embodied Sound and Chaotic System in 
the Music of Ligeti’, Amy Bauer shows that inversion is used, resulting in the chromatic expansion 
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of the register. On a global scale this results in a wedge-formed systematic unfolding of the 
Kyrie.129  
In an attempt to identify canonic rules in the Kyrie, Bauer makes the following observations:  
 
1) There are no more than two neighbour tones in succession 
2) After two steps in a row, there must be a change of direction 
3) Two neighbours in a row must be followed by a half-step in one direction 
4) There are no more than two half-steps in the same direction unless they are followed by a whole step 
5) Any whole step must be approached by two half-steps in one direction, but may continue in that same direction 
by no more than one step130 
 
Bauer goes on to say: ‘Ligeti’s Kyrie indeed resembles what theorists of non-linear dynamics term 
a chaotic system, with resemblances to a fractal vortex: a recursive pattern – the semi-tonal 
neighbour and its associated transformations – is repeated, with slight alterations which are 
amplified in the course of the canon’.131 The three intervals (fractal elements)  in the Kyrie (minor 
third, semitone, and tone) are all that is needed to create a chaotic system that can irreversibly 
expand beyond all predictability, yet in a regular fashion.  
The expanding patterns over time are consistent in their unfolding. It is perhaps this regularity 
offered by canonic techniques that integrates the vertical and the horizontal. In the Kyrie the 
melodic lines are longer than in Ligeti’s earlier ‘micropolyphonic’ works such as Atmosphères. 
There is therefore a greater need to conceal the horizontal nature of the line in order to accentuate 
the vertical texture. However, the fact that there is linear continuity guarantees an integrated 
temporal material. The canon is used as a device to create continuity and is a means of extending an 
initial idea over time. Bernard compares Ligeti’s ‘micropolyphony’ with the less organically 
integrated music of Varèse. Bernard summarises the music of Varèse as conceived of vertical ideas 
and events that precede and succeed each other in a chain, any horizontal structuring is secondary. 
In contrast, the canon in Ligeti’s music is organic in its temporal development.132 Intervals that 
occur horizontally also feature vertically and local note relationships are related to similar 
relationships in other lines. The compilation of these lines forms an agglomeration which by its 
consistency is often perceived as an object. Bernard says that these objects are in turn combined 
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with similarly formed objects and that through this subversive voice-leading ‘counterpoint 
consists’.133   
Bernard does then suggest that there is a clear connection between the subversive systematic 
organisation of material and the aesthetic surface. This is contrary to the comments of Ligeti as 
quoted in section 1.3 (p.13) in which he suggests that the submerged workings are inaudible. 
Continuing along the line of thought according to Bernard, the methods used to extend a material 
are not completely imperceptible to human consciousness. The material at its most basic level can 
be very relevant to the aesthetic surface even if it is not directly heard as such. Even though Ligeti 
might maintain that the micro level material is inaudible, the proportions of this material and 
relationships and intervallic connections persist throughout the layering of material to form an 
organic object which can be heard to change. This kind of gradual change is highly acquiescent for 
conscious perception as memory is able to relate to the recognisable. As new aspects or changes are 
introduced perception is modified and can follow the evolving progression of the perceived 
relationships. It is true that melodic lines as such, in individual instruments, are inaudible. However, 
the proportions, direction and intervallic relationships of these lines are reflected on all levels of the 
composition and through this consistency are consciously perceivable.   
By denying the audibility of the underlying organisational procedures, Ligeti allies himself 
with serial critics who also maintain that the covert serial aspects of modern music are not 
perceivable. However, as discussed in section 1.4, the hierarchical elements introduced into the 
serial environment add an extra element of internal conformity and continuity for conscious 
perception to follow. The continuity or discontinuities of these procedures on all levels of the 
composition penetrate to the surface levels of a listening experience. It is helpful to analogise 
spatially or visually: intervallic and hierarchical relationships are heard in much the same way that 
distances and space may be perceived visually: the distance between two objects does not have to 
be precisely measured for the perception to gather a conscious understanding of a relationship 
between these two objects. And on a grander scale, the agglomeration of many such relationships 
will often result in the perception of one huge object rather than a huge complex of isolated objects.  
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 Bernard implies that for structures to be heard as music they need not be directly 
observable but that it is enough that they are ‘felt’. Musical items such as melodic lines are not 
necessarily the most important aspects of the music; it is the relationships between these items that 
are. These relationships can indeed be observed in a way that is not directly heard but that can 
become apparent as they unfold. As a listening experience progresses, relationships in the material 
invariably reveal themselves. The listener can perceive the changes as the music unfolds.  
The modernist critics Lerdahl and Scrunton on the other hand, criticise modern music for its 
incompatibility with their view that for music to be heard as such, an order in the music must be 
attainable in the mind of the listener. These mental representations should be drawn from the 
internal workings of the music alone.134 Bernard agrees that music can be studied on its own 
premises and according to its internal workings but maintains that any order that is found need not 
be directly measurable in the way Lerdahl and Scrunton imply. Eventual order and structuring can 
instead be equated with less precise mental mappings such as ‘nearness’ or ‘farness’. Metaphors 
such as these are less precise input sources than the linguistic grammatical metaphors used by 
Lerdahl and Scrunton, but do open up for a wider range of more aesthetically motivated 
investigations. The texts by Bauer and Aksnes also support these notions. The listener no longer has 
to account for the events heard but can instead perhaps ‘feel’ them.  
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2.3 The Rhythmic Web  
 
Emergence of Rhythm 
The static mass sound of Atmosphères marked Ligeti’s departure from any audible rhythmic 
agenda. He himself says of the work: ‘Rhythm is completely eliminated, [and] the absorption of 
individual shapes into static planes is accomplished to the greatest possible extent’.135 In this work 
polyphonic and canonic features are masked. Following this apparent rhythmic tabula rasa and the 
initial desire on Ligeti’s part not to contend with rhythm, rhythmical by-products of the canonic and 
polyphonic techniques become increasingly apparent.  
Terms coined by Ligeti such as ‘net-structure’, ‘meccanico’, and ‘pattern-meccanico’, are 
readily found in analytical articles on Ligeti’s music. Generally these terms are used to explicate the 
rhythmic patterns that emerge from the intervallic structures of many his works written in the mid 
1960’s and after. In his article ‘Harmonic Processes in Ligeti’s Net-Structures’,136 Miguel A. Roig-
Francoli offers clarification of often confused analytical references to these terms. He refers to 
‘meccanico’ as the ‘pitch-repetitive style’, found in works featuring the ‘quick mechanical 
reiteration of only one pitch per instrument’.137 Poème Symphonique (1962) for one hundred 
metronomes is the purest example of this style. The metronomes are sat in motion and gradually 
wind down one by one, revealing gradually evolving rhythmic patterns until only one remains.  
Continuum and Coulée (1969) (Étude no. 2 for organ), also have very similar origins although the 
pitch patterns are more closely related to Roig-Francoli’s definition of the term ‘net-structure’ style.  
‘Net-structure’ style is associated with the unravelling of ‘pattern-generated’ processes which stem 
more directly from a harmonic or melodic material.138 Typically a harmonic spectrum is gradually 
unravelled, often from a pivotal central pitch. Outer notes are added or subtracted as the sequence 
rises and falls, resulting in a gradually longer or shorter series. This term can be applied to both 
longer sustained notes as well as groupings that consist of short repeated notes. This style is 
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represented in many of Ligeti’s compositions, the rising and falling, evolving patterns clearly heard 
in works as early as Continuum and more recently in the Violin Concerto, as shall be demonstrated. 
The style emerges in varying degrees of intricacy and length in various works. 
The following examples are taken from the beginning of movements 8 and 9 of the Ten 
Pieces for Wind Quintet (1968) and provide an uncomplicated example of the unravelling of the 
scale-like pitch material that the flute and piccolo are based on. Similar techniques are also found in 
the Violin Concerto 20 years later. The examples show the order of note appearance. The 8th 
movement is closely associated with the fast repetitive patterns also found in Continuum while the 
9th movement is more static in nature, the notes are long and held and change gradually one at a 
time much like they do in Atmosphères (Examples 2 and 3):      
 
Example 2 Ten Pieces for Wind Quintet, 8th mov. flute notes from bars 1-4  
The bar lines indicate the note groupings that are repeated (and not actual bars). These groups are repeated various 
numbers of times. Quintuplet and sextuplet semiquavers dominate. As the groups become chromatically extended, 
the rhythm undergoes metamorphosis. Similar events occur in all parts.  
 
 
 
 
Example 3   Ten Pieces for Wind Quintet, 9th mov. Piccolo bars 1-16 
Again there is chromatic register expansion in all parts in the same manner providing forward momentum, each 
part moving independently.  
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2.4 Ligeti and Temperament 
 
In Ligeti’s works such as the Chamber Concerto (1969-70) and Atmosphères, there is an often a 
glassy, steady quality, despite the obvious shifting of massed clusters or fleeting flurries of notes. 
Although the notes are often in very close proximity vertically, the steadiness of intonation lends to 
a glassy stability in the integration of the sound. These features are certainly also true of the Violin 
Concerto and will be discussed in due course. The integration and steadiness of sound that Ligeti 
often achieves, frequently owes to his manipulation of temperament. In several of his works there 
are a number of scordatura (altered tuning) parts. Using tunings that are relatively close to the 
original tuning of the instrument he is able to create ‘mistuned’ music. This new intonation is 
steady, as the instrumentalists do not need to apply any special techniques to achieve it, the 
instruments are simply retuned. This steadiness is complemented by Ligeti’s frequent use of 
harmonics. Tunings that are based on the harmonic series rather than according to equal 
temperament result in purer harmonic intervals. This is demonstrated in the Double Concerto for 
flute and oboe (1972) which Ligeti suggests is inspired by the work of the American Harry Partch. 
Partch’s approach results in a quite ‘ethereal sound’ as Ligeti comments: ‘a perfectly pure sound’ is 
achieved through these natural harmonics.139  
The writings of Partch clearly illustrate the intention and theory behind his work. In Part One 
of his book, Genesis of a Music, Partch attacks the Western musical tradition’s emphasis on 
technical competence on an instrument and the focus on good compositional ‘technique’. He says 
that there is a failure to delve deeper into the philosophy behind the established traditions that form 
a vital part of musical creation and experience.140 He is of course referring to the blind acceptance 
of equal temperament in Western musical tradition. He reflects on the absurdity of the acceptance 
of a monophonic musical philosophy. In this ‘age of specialisation’141 he questions why the 
philosophy behind the tradition remains static. Essentially Partch is asking: How can stagnant 
philosophy house new thought? These arguments provide the incentive for his reworking of 
                                                     
139 Ligeti 1983, p. 54. 
140 Partch, Harry. Genesis of a Music, New York: Da Capo, 1974. p. 4. (Henceforth: Partch 1974).  
141 Ibid., p. 5. 
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temperament and his invention of instruments according to his purer natural temperament 
specifications. In Part Two he goes on to outline his system of temperament based on ‘just’ 
intonation, ‘a system in which interval – and scale-building is based on the criterion of the ear and 
consequently a system and procedure limited to small number ratios’.142 Partch describes how 
subdivisions of a string lead to gradually smaller ratios, and smaller intervals: a string that vibrates 
at 100 cycles will vibrate at 200 cycles if a bridge is placed half way along it, hence the ratio 2/1 
(an octave). If the bridge is placed a third of the way along this string and this third is set in 
vibration the tone will make 300 cycles, hence 300 to 200 or 3/2 etc.143 The following diagram 
represents this phenomenon (Example 4):   
 
Example 4 Vibrations of a string 
 
                                                        Fundamental 100 hz 
 
                                        Octave  200 hz 
                                 Twelfth 300 hz 
 
 
 
 
In summary, Partch uses the first 11 ratios of the harmonic series beginning on a ‘G’ (392hz). He 
then inverts this series, ending up with a series of intervals ascending and descending from the G 
fundamental. The ascending pitches are termed ‘otonality’ (overtonality) and the notes descending 
from the fundamental are termed ‘utonality’ (undertonality).144 From each note of the utonality a 
new otonality is created. This also results in the creation of utonalities for each of the notes of the 
original otonality sequence. Partch configured these ratios into his table diagram called the ‘tonality 
diamond’. When these notes are placed in sequence, 29 different pitches emerge to form a just 
intonation scale. Partch added 14 extra notes to fill in some of the larger intervals in the scale to 
create his renowned 43 note scale.  
                                                     
142 Ibid., p. 71. 
143 Ibid., p 80. 
144 Ibid., Cf. especially pp. 88-89. 
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Ligeti was captivated by the sonic nature of Partch’s work but was not particularly impressed 
by his technical abilities: ‘His actual compositions are not particularly interesting, but harmonically 
speaking they are very exciting’.145 Partch’s exploration and creation of scales is, according to him, 
by nature harmonically more pleasing for the ear as he points out when discussing the constitution 
of the human ear.146 However, in his lengthy book written over several decades, he refrains from 
discussing any formal issues of composition. This may serve to corroborate Ligeti’s view that 
Partch may be criticised for falling short of exploiting the full implications of his innovations.   
As with most systems it would seem that the restrictions or boundaries imposed by the system 
in place demand of the composer a higher degree of creativity. The music of Boulez is a testament 
to this feat. Partch on the other hand, sees the use of equal temperament and systems of 
dodecaphony as largely incommensurable, simply resulting in the discontinuous and pointed 
collision of harmonies. In a chapter on equal temperament he says: ‘it has long been evident that 
composers have been taxing both the system and their instruments beyond their capacities, and that 
the continued tyranny of Equal Temperament is leading to the degeneration of tonality’.147 
Throughout his book Partch implies that tonality is a product of equal temperament, and that the 
evolution into atonality or twelve note systems represents a burden on the existing traditional 
western temperament. This is why he advocates the need to develop temperament to suit new ideas.  
However, as illustrated in sections 1.4 and 1.5 of this dissertation, equal temperament does of 
course still bear relevance and can be made relevant to modern thought. Boulez is able to turn the 
restrictive nature of equal temperament to his advantage. An approach to the twelve notes of equal 
temperament that is more hierarchical than early serialism, and a close involvement with the 
sounding musical surface and instrumentation, make the listening experience much more 
aesthetically rewarding than some modernist commentaries of Boulez’s works would suggest. 
The influence of Partch can perhaps be heard in several of Ligeti’s works. Works such as the 
Violin Concerto have a characteristically microtonal glassy purity of sound and a similar rhythmic 
continuity. Even the influence of instrumentation and fluid staticity in Partch’s music is perhaps 
found in the concerto. The floating percussive layers and African inspired rhythms on the various 
                                                     
145 Ligeti 1983, p. 54. 
146 Partch 1974, p. 86. 
147 Ibid., p. 419. 
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marimba instruments constructed by Partch seem to be replicated by Ligeti. A more concrete point 
of reference for Ligeti may have been the entry of the Bolivian flute in Partch’s The Quiet Hobo 
Meal (Act II of Delusion of the Fury: A Ritual of Dream and Delusion).148 This is one of the few 
instruments on the Partch L.P. which is not a Partch invention. It bears uncanny timbral similarity 
to the ocarinas that enters in the bar 75 of the second movement of the Violin Concerto. The 
harmonic backdrop certainly sounds similar, as does the actual melodic motif. Both the ocarina and 
the Bolivian flute produce ‘just’ pitches, highlighting the purity of resonance and influence of 
natural intonation in their respective accompanying ensembles.  
However, Ligeti’s approach to just temperament is more relaxed than that of Partch. He 
himself says that he is in opposition to any fixed system as the technical possibilities of individual 
instruments are extremely varied: ‘In the Double Concerto you can push the notes of the flute 
higher or lower by a special manipulation of the stops. Of course, you cannot formulate hard and 
fast rules for this method.’149 Significantly, Ligeti is able to combine equal and natural 
temperaments and simultaneously give his music formal relevance.  
 
 
2.5 Sonata for Viola Solo 
 
Introduction 
An investigation into this work which contains movements written in the period from 1991-94 
(almost simultaneously with the Violin Concerto), should prove invaluable when turning to the 
Violin Concerto. The Sonata is made up of 6 movements: ‘Hora lungă’, ‘Loop’, ‘Facsar’, 
‘Prestissimo con sordino’, ‘Lamento’, and ‘Chaconne chromatique’. The first two of these 
movements provide the focus for this analysis and a summary of the remaining movements will 
follow. The intentions behind each of these movements, and a superficial summary of the 
compositional approach used for each movement is given in the notes at the beginning of the score. 
These techniques studied in greater detail and Ligeti’s approach to writing for the idiosyncrasies of 
the viola, along with the stylistic references and direct approach to musical actuality, will certainly 
                                                     
148 Partch, Harry Delusions of the Fury, for voices and large ensemble, Innova Records B000035X6C, 1971: This is 
the original and only recording of Partch’s opera for voices and ensemble consisting of almost exclusively his 
personally hand crafted instruments.    
149 Ligeti 1983, pp. 54-55. 
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help lay the foundations for further investigations. This is Ligeti’s first work written for a solo 
string instrument since the Cello Sonata of 1948-53. 
Upon listening to the sonata in its entirety, aesthetic associations with the music of the avant 
garde are not immediately identifiable. Indeed, the work may be more easily understood in the 
terms of Ligeti’s early music, for example the Musica Ricercata of 1953-54. There are clear 
tendencies towards folk melody, rhythmic elements influenced by jazz, and there is a dark romantic 
elegance in the slower movements. In his preface to the work, Ligeti offers some insights into his 
approach to the viola:  
 
The viola is seemingly just a big violin but tuned a fifth lower. In reality the two instruments are 
worlds apart. They both have three strings in common, the A, D and G string. The high E-string lends 
the violin a powerful luminosity and metallic penetrating tone which is missing in the viola. The 
violin leads, the viola remains in the shade. In return the low C-string gives the viola a unique 
ascerbity, compact, somewhat hoarse, with the aftertaste of wood, earth and tannic acid.150 
 
The C string is very much in focus throughout the sonata. Ligeti singles out Tabea Zimmermann’s 
‘…particularly vigorous and pithy – yet always tender – C-string…’ heard in a WDR concert in 
Cologne, as an important influence for the sonata.151  
 
‘Hora lungă’ 
The first movement, ‘Hora lungă’ (slow dance), is played exclusively on the C string and makes use 
of natural intervals: the pure third, pure minor seventh, and the 11th harmonic. It is a slow 
movement and contains obvious allusions to folk music. Ligeti talks of the ‘nostalgic and 
melancholy, richly ornamented’ music of the Romanian folk tradition in the Maramures province 
(located in the Carpathian Mountains) and draws similarities between this and other gypsy music of 
Andalusia and Rajastan in the introduction to the work.152 Already in this movement there are some 
clear similarities with the Violin Concerto. Firstly, the slow, melancholy, almost modal sounding 
melody distinctly resembles the melody of the second movement of the Violin Concerto. The ‘Hora 
lungă’ provides some important clues regarding the compositional approach to pitch material in 
Ligeti’s late works and the Violin Concerto in particular. The solo violin in the second movement 
of the concerto begins in a similar fashion to the viola in the first movement of the sonata, playing 
                                                     
150 Ligeti, György (1991-94). Sonata for Viola Solo, Schott ED 8374, Mainz 2001. 
151 Ibid. 
152 Ibid. 
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exclusively on the lowest string for the first 74 bars. The striking similarities suggest that the 
material may have been devised in a similar fashion. In the ‘Hora lungă’ microtonal intervals are 
marked precisely. These are indicated with arrows before the notes affected to indicate the degree 
of departure from normal intonation. The notes affected are those notes that deviate from the 
tempered scale and instead originate from just intonation; the pitch material for the ‘Hora lungă’ is 
actually based on the harmonic series originating from F. Taking the fifth partial of F as an 
example, there is a deviation of 14 cents between this partial and the major third used in the 
tempered scale. The eleventh harmonic (in this case B since the fundamental note is F) is 49 cents 
lower than normal. This deviation is accordingly indicated by an arrow (Example 5): 
 
 
Example 5  Opening bar of the ‘Hora lungă’ (hollow arrows indicate 49 cents lower whilst the black arrow   
indicates 14 cents lower. A third filled black arrow is also used but not seen here, indicating a  
deviation of 31 cents lower- as in the 7th partial of the harmonic series.)  
 
 
 
 
György Ligeti (1991-94). Sonata for Viola Solo, Schott ED 8374, Mainz 2001. 
 
Upon comparing the pitch material of the ‘Hora lungă’ and the harmonic series beginning on F, it is 
apparent that the notes and characteristics of the series are very much present. The ascending and 
descending patterns are evidently largely determined by the partials of the harmonic series. This is 
already evident in this first bar, where following an opening C – derived from the sixth partial, 
notes derived from the eighth to thirteenth partials are immediately heard in succession: F, G, A, B, 
C, D. It is of interest to note the Bb which occurs in bar 3. Bb is not a feature of the first 20 partials 
of the F harmonic series. However, B is the 11th node and sounds 45 cent (almost quarter of a tone) 
lower than the B of the tempered scale (making it not too far removed from the B flat after all). The 
B flat is perhaps included to simply highlight this discrepancy between the tempered scale and the 
natural scale, and presents the listener with an almost exact quarter tone interval to underline the 
microtonal context.   
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‘Loop’ 
The second movement is entitled ‘Loop’. This movement and several of the other movements were, 
as Steinitz indicates, initially written as autonomous works.153 The rhythmic impetus and canonic 
texture found here provide an unusually transparent insight into Ligeti’s approach to these aspects. 
Bauer’s investigation of ‘Loop’ in the article entitled ‘Canon as a Secret Rule, embodied Sound and 
Chaotic System in the Music of Ligeti’, focuses on the rhythmic aspect of fractal composition.  
Bauer studies ‘Loop’ in the context of Ligeti’s canonic approach to composition. The focus 
here is on rhythm and the ‘groove’ or ‘feel’ effectuated by the manipulation of canonic 
techniques.154 At this point in time, Ligeti consciously applies his knowledge of fractal geometry 
(the use of tiny elements to build colossal structures). The viola work can be interpreted in light of 
the fractal techniques described by Bauer earlier in the article.155 Bauer explains that ‘Loop’ is 
based on an additive rhythmic cycle as is the case in many of Ligeti’s works since the 1980’s:156 ‘A 
45-note theme or “colore”, overlaps with a “talea” pattern, a four-bar metric cycle based on a 
sixteenth-note pulse’.157 In summary, the movement contains a two bar recurring time signature 
succession, one bar of 8/16 followed by a bar of 10/16. The first four bars of this succession 
provide a basis for subsequent rhythmic progression. These four bars are subdivided by prime 
numbers and divisors of less than 10. The 16th notes are grouped into seven durations in these first 
four bars: 5-7-6-8-4-3-3 (each digit indicates the number of 16th notes). The 45 note pitch cycle, 
consisting of almost exclusively double stopping, is furnished by these rhythmic patterns.158 The 
following examples clarify this pattern (Examples 6 and 7):  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                     
153 Steinitz 2003, p. 337.  
154 Bauer. ‘Canon as Secret Rule’, p. 23. 
155 Cf. page p. 19 of this paper. 
156 Bauer. ‘Canon as Secret Rule’ p. 24. 
157 Ibid., p. 24. 
158 Ibid., pp. 24-25. 
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Example 6 Bars 1-8 of ‘Loop’, second movement of the Sonata for Viola Solo 
    
       
György Ligeti (1991-94). Sonata for Viola Solo, Schott ED 8374, Mainz 2001. 
 
 
 
Example 7  The additive rhythmic pattern in ‘Loop’ 
 
 
 
Bar Numbers           pattern of duration 
                according to number of 16th notes                                           number of note attacks 
               in each duration.  
 
1-4  5.7.6.8.4.3.3      7  
5-8  5.3.2.2.3.3.8.2.2.3.3     11 
9-12  2.2.2.2.4.6.3.2.3.4.6     11 
13-16  2.2.2.2.2.2.3.3.5.7.6     11 
17-20  5.3.2.2.2.3.8.2.2.3.3     11 
21-24  5.5.3.5.2.2.2.2.2.2.3.3     12   
25-28  3.2.7.3.3.2.2.2.2.4.2.2.2     13 
29-32  3.2.3.2.2.3.3.5.3.2.2.3.3     13 
33-36  2.2.2.2.4.3.3.5.3.2.2.3.3     13 
37-40  5.3.2.2.2.2.2.2.2.4.2.2.2.2.2    15 
41-44  3.2.2.1.2.2.3.2.1.3.2.3.4.2.2.2    16 
45-48  2.2.1.2.1.2.2.3.3.2.2.2.2.2.2.3.3    17  
49-52  2.2.1.1.2.2.2.3.1.2.2.1.2.3.2.2.1.2.3    19 
53-56  2.1.2.3.4.3.2.1.2.2.2.2.2.2.1.2.3    17   
57-60  3.2.3.2.2.1.2.2.1.2.2.1.1.2.2.2.3.2.1    19 
61-64  2.3.3.2.2.1.2.2.1.3.2.2.1.2.2.1.2.2.1    19 
65-68  2.1.2.2.1.2.1.1.2.1.1.2.2.2.1.1.2.1.1.2.2.1.3   23 
69-72  2.1.1.1.2.1.2.1.1.1.2.1.2.3.2.3.2.2.1.2.2.1   22 
73-76  2.1.2.1.1.1.2.2.1.2.2.1.2.1.1.1.2.1.1.1.2.1.2.2.1  25 
77-80  2.1.2.2.1.2.2.2.1.1.1.1.2.1.2.2.1.1.1.1.1.2.1.1.2  25 
81-84  1.1.1.2.1.1.1.2.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.2.1.1.1.1.1.2.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1 32 
85-88  2.1.1.1.1.1.1.2.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.2.1.1.1.2.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1 32 
89-92   1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.2.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1.1  28 
 
 
     
Example 7 derived from Figure 12 of: Bauer, Amy. ‘Canon as Secret Rule, Embodied Sound and Chaotic 
System in the Music of Ligeti’, p. 42.  
 
 
Example 7 clearly shows the additive process: the length of the durations is gradually reduced and 
in consequence the number of pitches in each four bars increases. The pattern is stopped dead in its 
tracks in the last four bars.  
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Bauer goes on to explore the implications of these rhythmic patterns to which Ligeti adds 
freer, expressive, jazz inspired accentation and dynamics. She observes that ‘Loop’ contains all the 
attributes that Jeff Pressing defines as necessary for the inception of groove or feel, as found in 
African or world music.159 Similar additive rhythmic patterns can be found in folk music from 
around the globe.   
 
 
A Summary of the Remaining Movements 
The 3rd movement, ‘Facsar’ (to wrestle or distort), is based on twisted modulations and double 
stopping. The slow and modal sounding melody coils its way around, expanding thematically in a 
rising and falling motion, not wholly unlike a slow, swing jazz bass line. Sequences continually 
herald new modulations, and an increasing amount of double stopping emerges from the single line 
that is played on the C string for the first three systems.  
 The 4th movement, ‘Presto con sordino’, is to be played ‘as fast as possible’160, and is based 
on perpetuum mobile movements not dissimilar to those featured in Continuum. The varying 
rhythmic mutations are emphasized through the exploitation of the varying colour of each string. 
Various patterns of accentation also emphasize certain notes. Rhythmic patterns much like those in 
Continuum thereby emerge and disappear in the barrage of quavers.  As in the first movement, there 
is a characteristic rising and falling pattern and again in this movement intervallic features of the 
harmonic series appear to be inherent in the pitch material. The relative openness of the harmonic 
series is aided by the use of an open string every time there is double stopping. Again there are 
characteristic sequential events and imitative modulations throughout.  
 The 5th movement, ‘Lamento’, is in two parts throughout. This double stopping consists of 
largely parallel seconds and sevenths which, as Ligeti points out, are an important feature of ethnic 
music of the Balkans, the Ivory Coast and Melanesia.161 Once again we see evidence of Ligeti’s 
fascination with ethnic music. As Steinitz points out: ‘original folk music is never quoted, nor are 
                                                     
159 Bauer refers to the following article: Pressing, Jeff. ‘Black Atlantic Rhythm: Its Computational and Transcultural 
Foundations’, Music Perception, Vol. 19, No. 3, Spring 2002, pp. 285-310. 
160 György Ligeti (1991-94): Sonata for Viola Solo, Schott ED 8374, Mainz 2001, performance notes. 
161 Ibid. 
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the folk allusions solely Hungarian, but they stem from that ethnic awareness which Kodály, 
Bartók- and to an extent Liszt – bequeathed to Hungarian musicians’.162  
The 6th movement, ‘Chaconne chromatique’, is simply summarised by Ligeti as ‘a wild 
exuberant dance in strongly accentuated three-four time with an ostinato bass-line’.  The 3/4 time 
signature is very pronounced and the ostinato highlights the influence of the chaconne in the 
compositional approach. The first four bars offer a transparent version of the ostinato rhythms and 
chords, which become increasingly complex and virtuosic. As the title suggests there is an integral 
chromatic idea behind the pitch structure. A falling chromatic scale can be heard throughout. Once 
the register of this falling scale reaches the depths of the viola, the scale takes a leaping ascent and 
subsequently continues falling from new heights. An intervallic material is woven around this 
chromatic skeleton, accentuating the ostinato rhythm. These intervals frequently occur in rising 
sequences, crossing the chromatic scale as it falls. These tendencies are clearly seen in the first nine 
bars (Example 8):  
 
 
 
Example 8 Chromatic descent in first nine bars of ‘Chaconne Chromatique’ 
      
       
 
György Ligeti (1991-94): Sonata for Viola Solo, Schott ED 8374, Mainz 2001. Bars 1-9 ‘Chaconne Chromatique’.  
 
 
The movement becomes increasingly intense and virtuosic, providing a worthy climax to the 
sonata, before returning to the clarity of the original ostinato. Like an echo the movement fades 
away, mirroring the quiet dignity with which it began.  
 
 
                                                     
162 Steinitz 2003, pp. 338-339. 
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2.6 Part II Closing Remarks 
 
The foregoing discussions have offered several hints as to how the Violin Concerto may be 
approached both from an analytical and aesthetic perspective. Patterns in academic research and the 
compositional approach have emerged. Recurring terms such as ‘net-structure’ and 
‘micropolyphony’ have been explicated and their metaphorical value explored. There is only a 
limited resource of articles and books about Ligeti available at present. Many of these are primarily 
investigative of Ligeti’s self-styled terms when discussing the music and stop short of exploring the 
numerous other aspects of Ligeti’s compositional style. Part II has provided a broad musical context 
which demonstrates the versatility of Ligeti’s project. He explores temperament, shedding light on 
the philosophical foundation of the system he works with; this also providing him with a novel 
approach to pitch material. Rhythm is explored; additive systems imported or inspired by ethnic 
musics provide a naturally fluid temporality to the patterns of development in the pitch material. 
Ligeti combines ideas from all quarters to express a musicality not often associated with modernism 
and associated music thereafter. The Sonata for viola solo has highlighted some stylistic tendencies 
and provides a worthy stepping stone into the following analytical portion of this paper.  
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PART III 
The Violin Concerto 
 
3.1 Introduction 
 
 
The Violin Concerto  
The first version of the Violin Concerto was completed in 1990 and then revised and completed in 
1992. It is dedicated to Saschko Gawriloff who premiered the first version of the work with the 
Kölner Rundfunk-Sinfonie-Orchester in Cologne on the 3rd of November 1990 under the baton of 
Gary Bertini. Gawriloff outlines the context of the collaboration with Ligeti in his article entitled: 
‘A Masterwork by Ligeti’, featured in the journal Neue Zeitschrift Für Musik.163 In it he describes 
his first collaboration with Ligeti, taking part in the premiere of the Trio for Violin, Horn and Piano 
(1982). He goes on to simply describe the context in which the commissioning of the Violin 
Concerto took place and the subsequent premieres of the two versions. Initially, Ligeti had rejected 
Gawriloff’s suggestion, bluntly citing a lack of time. Gawriloff’s disappointment was transformed a 
few days later when the phone rang: ‘Mister Gawriloff’, (addressing the violinist formally despite 
their friendship), ‘I have had second thoughts. You have a good idea. Your project stimulates me. I 
would like to do it, although it may take several years to complete’.164   
The chamber orchestra for the concerto consists of 2 flutes (doubling alto flute, piccolo, and 
soprano recorder), 1 oboe, 2 clarinets (the 2nd doubling bass clarinet), 1 bassoon, 2 horns, 1 trumpet 
and 1 trombone, 2 percussionists playing a wide range of instruments, 5 violins, 3 violas, 2 cellos, 
and 1 double bass. The four woodwinds, with the exception of the flutes, also double on the 
ocarina. 
There are three available recordings of the concerto. My listening comments and analyses, 
unless otherwise stated, refer to the earliest recording from 1994, conducted by Pierre Boulez for 
                                                     
163 Gawriloff, Saschko: ‘Ein Meisterwerk von Ligeti’, Neue Zeitschrift für Musik, issue 1, 1993, pp. 16-18. 
164 Ibid., p. 16: „Herr Gawriloff... ich habe mir das einmal überlegt. Sie haben eine gute Idee. Ihr projekt reizt mich. 
Ich würde das gjerne machen, aber es wird einige Jahre dauern, bis es fertig ist.“ (translation by the author).  
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Deutsche Grammaphon.165 I chose to comment primarily on this recording because it is the only 
recording featuring the dedicatee violinist Saschko Gawriloff. He is also responsible for preparing 
the cadenza in the published version of the work. It is of added interest to hear how Boulez 
interprets the work. As Guldbrandsen points out, it is certainly not inevitable that a preference for 
analytical clarity – as is well documented on Boulez’s part, is tantamount to a rejection of 
expressive sensitivity and unconcealed musicality, as has frequently been alleged.166 The 
performance on this recording is certainly not lacking in sensuousness or expressive force. Some 
comparisons between the various recordings of the concerto will be made in due course.  
 
Why a Study of the Violin Concerto? 
Ligeti’s more recent works have received very little analytical attention. As seen in the previous 
sections, initial analytical interest in ‘net-structuring’ and ‘micropolyphony’ is reflected in a cluster 
of articles directed towards the works of the late 1950’s to early 1970’s. The mature Ligeti style 
remains largely unexplored and attempts to locate detailed analyses of the Violin Concerto have 
proved largely fruitless. In his detailed biography, Steinitz offers no more than a little over a page 
of sleeve note style commentary on the five movements.167 In his only known interview exclusively 
concerning the concerto, Ligeti offers very little insight into anything other than a general creative 
context.168 Ortwin Nimczik discusses the second movement of the concerto in a short article in 
Musik und Bildung, offering, as the title suggests, superficial commentary as he pedagogically 
summarises an encounter with the second movement. Three different ‘approximations’ 
(‘Annäherungen’) are outlined in the descriptive prose which stops short of exploring the 
movement in any great depth.169 Therefore, all of the following analyses and diagrams are, unless 
otherwise stated, my own.  
                                                     
165 Ligeti, György. Boulez Conducts Ligeti: Concertos for Cello, Violin, Piano. Ensemble Intercontemporain, violin: 
Saschko Gawriloff. Deutsche Grammaphon 439 808-2, 1994. 
166 Guldbrandsen 1997, p. 2.  
167 Steinitz 2003, p. 334-336.  
168 Duchesneau 1992. 
169 Nimczik, Ortwin: ‘Annäherungen an den 2. satz aus György Ligetis Konzert für Violine und Orchester’, Musik 
und Bildung 5, 1995, pp. 32-39.  
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This investigation is intended to provide a knowledge base that can be useful to a listening 
experience and which broadens an understanding of this experience. The focus is directed towards 
an aesthetic encounter. Documentation may be seen to complicate matters, whether it is the 
composer providing misleading analogies, or an analyst projecting preconceived ideas to the reader. 
However, commentary is invaluable for our greater understanding of the work and helps us create 
associations between what we are confronted with and past experiences. These clues may be as 
simple as movement titles or performance guidelines, and point us to traditions that may in turn 
wake associations or encourage us to go in search of supplementary experiences. Metaphor, as 
discussed in section 1.3, is a useful tool in this analysis. Descriptive and metaphorical prose are 
used to communicate some initial responses to my listening experience. Some of these responses 
are then explored in greater detail in an analytical attempt to delve deeper into the music and 
understand how these features are constructed. In this process, a relationship between an 
experiential level and an analytical level is exposed.  
A complete analysis of the entire Violin Concerto would prove very time consuming and may 
indeed prove not to be necessary. The first two movements will be the focus of attention while a 
shorter subsequent section will give a more general insight into the remaining movements. 
Transparency in the analysis is essential when attempting to illuminate the musical whole. 
Transparency will not be achieved if the analysis is carried out on a micro level. Accordingly, a 
better understanding might not be gained if we simply try to understand the form at a macro level. 
A significant part of this analysis will therefore be devoted to the relationship between the micro 
and macro levels, targeting both in areas of the work that I consider to be especially illustrative of 
this intention. The detection of some form for musical language or style on a general plane will help 
in carrying out a more detailed microscopic study of some specific areas of the work. Reversing this 
approach, I will also choose a few select areas to study at a micro level in order to attempt to relate 
the findings directly to a listening experience. These short examples are chosen for their 
significance in a listening experience. They are mostly extracts that stand out and are heard as either 
representative of a general character or somehow break with the context in which they occur.  This 
will provide a form for ‘control’ and way of evaluating approaches to any musical language or style 
that can be recognized at a macro level. It should be highlighted that the analytical presentation is 
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generally chronological for practical purposes, although this presentation is not necessarily 
representative of the actual compositional approach. Inevitably, not all aspects of the work are 
taken into consideration. There is a focus on the listening experience and an investigation of select 
sections that lead from this experience into deeper analytical examples. There is also a slight 
inclination towards the analysis of pitch material in this study. This has been a favoured area of 
study in previous modernist formalist analysis. It is therefore of increased interest to highlight the 
compositional approach to pitch from a listening experience perspective rather than from a 
structural analytical perspective. Extra credence may thereby be assigned to the role of pitch 
organisation on a perceptive level.     
Ligeti himself maintains that he first has an idea, an envisionment of how an entire work will 
sound. He then proceeds by creating a language that can purvey this idea as he subjectively 
experiences it. It would then seem natural that we too attempt to identify this ‘language’. Once an 
understanding of the language on a general level is gained, this information should provide a basis 
for a more accessible subjective insight at all levels. As Ligeti begins with a totality, it might be 
assumed that the musical language will be relatively consistent or recognizable, especially as he 
designs this language with a complete aesthetic intention in mind. However, as has been shown, it 
is not always advisable to rely purely on the comments of the composer. Therefore, it is wise to 
approach this work from both a micro and macro level to see how technical features can be 
compared, or even assimilated if possible. The work is undeniably an aesthetic unit or totality; the 
question is: how can an understanding of this totality be enhanced through an investigation of the 
craftsmanship involved in the micro and macro levels? 
Ligeti’s own sketches are also of great relevance for the analytical approach described above. 
In the context of my aesthetically based approach to the analysis of the Violin Concerto, the 
sketches are not representative of any hidden technical truths in the concerto. Instead they are 
explored in the context of a listening experience and deeper investigations triggered by this 
experience. In particular, these documents are illustrative of Ligeti’s colourful and communicative 
metaphorical projections of how he envisages his work will take form, as will be shown.  In the 
final stages of my analytical research I was able to visit the Paul Sacher Stiftung in Basel, 
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Switzerland, for four days in October 2005, where a significant collection of Ligeti’s sketches and 
drafts are housed.   
 
Sketches and Drafts 
The Ligeti collection at the Paul Sacher Stiftung contains a collection of manuscripts, sketches, 
formal diagrams and completed scores directly concerned with the Violin Concerto. These include: 
 
-Folder I: sketches (271 pages). (256 pages by my count which does not include pages which only 
contain blobs of ink or small, apparently accidental markings.) 1 file containing a single page of pitch     
material added by Louise Duchesneau on 9th feb. 2004.  
-Folder II: sketches and draft score (158 pages and 1 empty file). 
-Handwritten score – fair copy, incomplete of 1990 version (126 pages). 
-Handwritten score – fair copy, complete of 1992 version (158 pages and 1 empty file).  
   
The Violin Concerto has been a part of the collection since 2000, however as further documents 
emerge these are added to the collection. The sketches and drafts are stored in the same state and 
order in which they were they were received. Due to its relatively recent acquisition the materials 
have not yet been applied to microfilm and may be subject to reordering. The sketches are 
referenced according to my own page tallies as indicated in the inventory above. 
At a first glance the sketches are remarkably colourful, but not always for any functional 
reason. The paper used varies from regular A3 manuscript to notepaper from hotels or even a 
pharmacy.170 Folder I contains primarily written comments in Hungarian, German, and English. 
There are written projections of initial ideas, form ideas, rhythmic diagrams, pitch tables, and even 
performance commentaries from much later, most likely written during rehearsals of the work. The 
handwriting is not always easily decipherable and there is far more descriptive prose than actual 
musical workings out. Any language barriers are relatively easy to breach as much of the text 
consists of fragmented statements outlining short associative references.  
 Folder II contains what is by and large a draft of the score for the first version. Some 
workings out have taken place on this draft, making it quite difficult to decipher in places. 
However, there are far less actual musical workings out than might be expected in this and the other 
folders. Only pages 1-4 in this folder contain musical examples independent of the subsequent draft 
score.     
                                                     
170 p. 75 of folder I of the sketches is written on hotel note paper and p. 78 is written on pharmacy note paper.  
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The two remaining folders contain the two handwritten, final versions of the score, one from 
1990 and one from 1992. Subsequent references to these sketches will be made by page number, 
according to my own tally of October 2005. The following example is page 211 of folder I of the 
sketches (Example 9). This page is particularly colourful and representative of the format of the 
majority of the sketches in folder I. It refers to the fourth movement of the concerto, as indicated at 
the top of the page (‘Hegvers 4’), indicating that it may have been written after the first, three 
movement version, of the concerto was completed. It is interesting to note the wealth of vastly 
contrasting references on this page and throughout folder I. Here Ligeti refers to ‘Paganini, 
‘gamelan’, and the ‘moirée’ effect (the superimposition of repetitive patterns not exactly aligned to 
create a blurred effect), and even the ‘Peterson – Monk 52nd Street Theme’, I shall not speculate as 
to whether this theme can be heard in the fourth movement! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Example 9  Page 211 from folder I of Ligeti’s sketches for the Violin Concerto (reproduced with 
permission from the Paul Sacher Stiftung) 
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Some Superficial Listening Comments  
I shall begin the analysis of this work by attempting to identify simple aesthetic aspects that I 
appreciate upon experiencing it. This superficial encounter will provide a point of entry from which 
I can delve deeper into the work and hopefully develop a better understanding of the music that can 
in turn enhance an aesthetic experience.    
The work has a silvery, shimmering, ephemeral quality; many shiny layers overlap one 
another as the harmonies shift. This is also true of staccato passages and other up-tempo sections 
that somehow maintain the characteristic harmonic layering, despite the intricate technical 
interplay. The most noticeable shifts in tempo and character are separated by four pauses, indicating 
that there are five movements. The modernistic shininess of the work is accompanied by an 
apparent vastness, in spite of the occasionally densely clustered harmonies. Wind instruments 
emphasize the shimmering carpet of sound, as do the string harmonics. High registers seem to 
dominate in much of the work, contributing to this glossy openness and also providing support for 
the violin. There also appear to be thematic elements that burst through only then to blend back into 
this glossy backdrop. The polyrhythmic flow remains uninterrupted throughout, and only a focused 
effort to identify what is happening rhythmically will uncover that this freely flowing continuum is 
far more complex than the overall experience would suggest. There are also allusions to fragments 
of what may be folk melody.  
It must not be forgotten that this is a concerto, and the violin, as may be expected, takes 
centre stage. The violin enters first and is characteristically fluent and ephemeral throughout. There 
is a sense of openness, partly due to the frequent open harmonies in the part, and partly to do with 
the shiny held harmonics and the sul pont (at the bridge) playing of the violin. There are rhythmic 
staccato passages, slow chorale-like passages, intense virtuosic flurries and a long virtuosic cadenza 
at the end of the work. On the recording in question the cadenza adaptation is written by Sashcko 
Gawriloff.   
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Initial Encounter with the Score 
A closer look at the score helps to elaborate on some of the features identified in an initial 
experience based description. Only the scordatura (altered tunings) solo violin and the solo viola of 
the orchestra are tuned differently to regular tuning. The main solo violin is tuned as normal. 
Details of the scordatura of the violin and the viola are found in the performance notes for the work. 
With the help of the normally tuned solo double bass, the E string of the violin is tuned to the 
seventh natural harmonic of the double bass G string (an F). ‘The violinist tunes the E-string up to 
the solo double bass players f, which sounds 45 cents lower than normal, and then tunes the other 
strings to the sharp E-string in perfect fifths’,171 (100 cents = 1 semi-tone) (Example 10): 
 
            Example 10 violin scordatura 
                    
  
The first string which is closest to an F corresponds to the 7th natural harmonic on the double 
bass G string. 
 
A similar procedure is applied to the viola: ‘The solo double bass player – whose instrument is 
tuned normally – plays the fifth natural harmonic on the A-string [a C#]…The viola player tunes 
the D-string down to the solo double bass player’s C#, which sounds 14 cents lower than normal, 
and then tunes the other strings to the D-string in perfect fifths’172 (Example 11): 
 
              Example 11 Viola scordatura 
                     
              ‘The C# corresponds with the 5th natural harmonic on the double bass A-string’.173 
  
 
                                                     
171 Ligeti, György (1990/92): Konzert für Violine und Orchester, Mainz: Schott, 2002, Ed9170. Performance note. 
(Henceforth: Ligeti 2002, Violin Concerto.) 
172 Ibid. 
173 Ibid. 
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The score is written in C, as it sounds. The violin scordatura part in the score is therefore written a 
semitone higher than played and a downward arrow attached to the clef indicates the 45 cent 
intonation deviation. The viola scordatura is notated a semitone lower than played, and the 
additional 14 cent deviation is again indicated by a downward arrow attached to the clef. The 
individual parts for the violin scordatura and viola scordatura are written transposed, as they are 
played.   
In the second and third movements of the work, the horns play exclusively uncorrected 
natural notes. Ligeti is clear in communicating his intentions surrounding this use of scordatura and 
open harmonics. He requires a glassy or metallic steadiness: ‘if the harmonies do not sound 
properly, artificial harmonics should not be used, as the glassy, shimmering quality of the 
movement is based on natural harmonics, and the “not always correctly-sounding” notes create the 
impression of fragility and danger’.174 This direction contained in the score is reinforced by a 
remark in the performance notes at the beginning of the score: ‘To reduce deviations in intonation, 
both scordatura soloists play non vibrato throughout, and are careful not to adjust stopped notes to 
the rest of the orchestra. The two scordatura instruments are notated in the score as they sound. In 
the individual parts, they are notated transposed, as they are played’. These remarks are certainly 
crucial for the interpreter and describe a characteristic of the music that I found compelling in an 
initial aesthetic evaluation. A steadiness of intonation is therefore required to uphold the glassy, 
shimmering character of the music. In addition, unflailing accuracy is needed in order for the 
harmonies in the music to be communicated transparently. This scordatura writing is of immense 
significance for the character of the work, as can be clearly heard. It can be assumed that open 
harmonics are used in abundance and play an important role for the harmonic structuring of the 
work. In the sleeve note for the 2001 recording of the work released on Teldec, Ligeti implies that 
this may indeed be the case: ‘By combining these “out of tune” notes and harmonics with those of 
the normally tuned strings, I can build a number of harmonic and non-harmonic spectra.’175 A 
search for these harmonic spectra is certainly one of several approaches that can be taken when 
identifying the function and forms in the pitch material. A preliminary investigation can therefore 
                                                     
174 Ibid., p. 1. 
175 Ligeti, György. The Ligeti Project III. Violin Concerto: with Frank Peter Zimmermann (violin) and the 
Asko/Schönberg Ensemble under Reinbert de Leeuw. Berlin 12-16th Septmeber 2001, Teldec 8573-87631-2. 
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be carried out to identify any pitch relationships present in the work. Vertical harmonic associations 
are the focus for the time being as these serve to reinforce the intended and experienced steadiness 
of intonation. It may therefore be hypothesised that the glassy shiny layers of sound, initially 
presumed to be a consequence of open harmonics, are reinforced by certain spectra used for the 
composition of the work. A study of pitches is certainly relatively uncomplicated and in this case 
may offer direct insight into actual sound characteristics of the aesthetic surface. As in the first 
movement of the Sonata for Viola Solo, it does appear that interval structures drawn from the 
natural scale are used or somehow feature heavily throughout the Violin Concerto. Use of natural 
intervals adds an extra dimension of openness to the harmonies. This is a very subtle detail that is 
central to the character of the work.  
 
3.2 ‘I  Praeludium’ 
 
At the beginning of the 1st movement of the Violin Concerto there are several patterns that seem to 
pave the way for the rest of the movement. The normally tuned solo violin commences alone, 
playing rapidly alternating A and D open string harmonics on the A and D strings (strings 2 and 3). 
This is a simple semiquaver pattern, similar to the opening passages in several other works by 
Ligeti. He often uses a single interval to commence a work, almost a thematic device which then 
gradually becomes more intricate as it expands. In the Cello Concerto (1966), the cello begins with 
a single note that evolves into a minor second. Lontano also commences in a similar fashion with 
an A flat, then falling a minor second to G, and then B flat, before the increasing intervallic 
complexity smears the texture. The minor third at the beginning of Continuum is perhaps the 
clearest example of this kind of thematic commencement and development: ‘The initial minor third 
is slowly blurred by the appearance of other intervals, then this complexity clears away and 
gradually a major second comes to dominate’.176 Ligeti himself states that this progression from 
simplicity to complexity, both rhythmically and with intervals, is a compositional device used in 
place of thematic development.177 Tendencies towards these transitions, from lucid perfect intervals 
                                                     
176 Ligeti 1983, p. 60. 
177 Ibid. 
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to dense weaves and back – most noticeably a feature of Ligeti’s works from the 1960’s, are 
certainly heard throughout the Violin Concerto. The opening perfect fifth in the solo violin does 
indeed evolve into an intricate textural weave with increasingly extended phrases as intervals are 
added.  
In bar 7 the open G string is also heard but this time not as a harmonic. The E string makes its 
entrance in the same bar in the form of an open E harmonic. The scordatura violin and scordatura 
viola then join in bars 4 and 7 respectively, likewise playing the open harmonics of the open strings 
apart from the 4th string which is, in likeness with the violin, also played normally.  The first 9 bars 
consist of these 12 different notes, 3 harmonics, one on each of the first 3 strings. The 4th string is 
played normally. The tunings therefore provide the pitch material for the first 9 bars (Example 12): 
 
Example 12 Tunings/pitch material, first 9 bars of mov. 1  
                      
                     Violin solo         I            II          III         IV 
                                                       
           Violin Scordatura 
                                                   
             Viola Scordatura 
                                                
 
The A flat in the violin scordatura and the G sharp in the viola are the pitches in closest proximity 
(not taking into consideration the 2 octave register deviance), however there is a difference of 31 
cents between these notes. This is so because the scordatura violin is tuned up 55 cents from its 
original tuning, i.e. 45 cents lower than the semitone above (F, B flat, E flat, and A flat are notated 
as these notes are closest to how the notes actually sound). The viola is tuned down 114 cents from 
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its normal tuning (just over a semitone). The G sharp, C sharp, F sharp, and B are notated as such 
because they are closest to the actual sounding pitches; sounding 14 cents lower than written.   
The first pitch changes occur in bar 9.3.178 Open harmonics in various left hand positions now 
begin to dominate. The majority of these harmonics are played rapidly on a single string. The 
violinists and viola players move dexterously through the nodes, producing pitches from the 
harmonic series.  The phrasing also indicates that several notes at a time are played in a single bow, 
however the marking ‘bow change ad lib’ in several places signals that these phrasing directions are 
open to interpretation. This phrasing generally contains an ascending and descending sequence of 
notes on a single string. The natural harmonics on each of the instruments and the scordatura 
tunings can be illustrated thus (Example 13): 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                     
178 The decimals in the bar numbers signify which bar division is referred to. Dotted bar lines in the score sometimes 
divide the bars into as many as four subsections.  
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Example 13 Normal and scordatura tunings for the violins and violas  
  
Violins/Violin solo:  
    
Violin Scordatura: 
   
Viola:                
 
 
Viola Scordatura: 
 
 
Generally speaking the harmonics on the lower strings are used more frequently and utilise higher 
nodes of the harmonic series. A seventh node on the fourth string is therefore included on the above 
diagram. This pitch material, which becomes apparent in a study of the first few bars, would appear 
to constitute the basic pitch material for much, if not all of the first movement. This remains to be 
confirmed, indeed, linear phrases containing successions of smaller intervals in the brass and other 
instruments are heard later in the movement, but I suspect that these notes are in some way related 
to the material above. In any case, the suspicion that harmonic spectra underpin the first movement 
seems to be well-founded.  
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There also appears to be a rhythmic agenda at play. This will be studied in greater detail in 
due course. For the time being it may be noted that the movement is dominated by semiquavers. 
The solo violin begins with a continuum of semiquavers, alternating between two notes before 
expanding the range of pitches following the entry of the viola. The cascade of solo violin semi-
quavers continues unabated all the way up to bar 56.2. In the meantime, the other strings begin with 
semiquaver flurries, largely in an ascending-descending pattern as mentioned, and separated by 
short rests.  
Aspects of these flurries are heard as such; however the overall listening impression is one of 
a grander weave of sound. The entry of the marimba in bar 14, rehearsal mark B, may shed some 
light on the rhythmic composition of the accompanying string flurries that make up this weave. The 
unravelling of what I regard to be a more highly defined melody, which is played by the marimba 
and accented notes in the solo violin, certainly seems to relate to the accompanying textural weave. 
In some ways it sounds as if this melodic theme cuts in and demonstrates how these flurries are 
constructed, working against the continuity of the solo violin to begin with, but gradually building 
momentum up to bar 34 (rehearsal mark F) where the mood is changed and a revitalised continuum 
involving all the parts playing staccato or pizzicato results. But first we must identify what 
connection there is between the melodic sequence and the material studied up to this point.  
 
The Melodic Sequence 
Upon listening, the marimba/solo violin melody sounds as if it could be an embryonic form for one 
isolated flurry taken from the weave of sound which is the string accompaniment up until bar 34. It 
might be seen as a flurry that has been thrust forward into the limelight, reinvigorating the setting 
and paving the way for an imminent change of texture. I have termed this feature a ‘melodic 
sequence’ primarily because it can be heard as such. It stands out from the polyphonic texture and 
provides a natural horizontal focal point. These are the marimba melodic sequence notes (also 
featuring as accented solo violin notes) as they appear from bars 14-34 (Example 14): 
 
 
                                       
78 
 
Example 14 Marimba/solo violin accented notes, bars 14-34  
 
First there is a four note ascending motion, followed by a six note descent. The first three intervals 
are mirrored, resulting in the same initial notes on the way down. However, additional notes are 
tagged on the end of this descent, as they are on to the ends of each ascent or descent, resulting in 
the gradual expansion of the tessitura.  
The bracketing in the following example signals the order in which the notes occur in the 
marimba (the solo violin also accents these notes). The notes are the same as those above, only now 
presented in the form of a scale in order of ascendancy and not in order of appearance. It would 
appear that the pitch material is taken from this scale, which is gradually unravelled from the 
middle (Example 15):  
Example 15 Unravelling of marimba/solo violin accented notes, bars 14-33 
    
The following example shows the notes of the melodic sequence and the symmetrical relationships 
inherent in it. The brackets above the pitches join the same intervals symmetrically. These intervals 
are mirrored with the exception of the B to C sharp and the C sharp to F in the middle, and the 
major and minor third that are indicated. The brackets below the notes show reoccurrences of the 
same notes (Example 16): 
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Example 16 Symmetrical relationships in the melodic sequence 
 
                                        maj 3rd                                                     min 3rd 
                                     
Judging by the choice of notes and pattern in which they occur, it seems that Ligeti had identified a 
set of pitches before he devised a pattern to accommodate them and reveal them one by one. This 
unravelling is a clear example of ‘net-structure’ style as described in section 2.3 entitled ‘The 
Rhythmic Web’. The rising and falling motion emulates the motion of the flute in the 9th movement 
of Ten Pieces for Wind Quintet (Cf. Example 3, p. 51). Ligeti has now advanced the technique 
beyond chromatic register expansion (as in his cluster techniques) and into the realm of more 
complex intervallic relationships.  
It is interesting to note that the lowest pitch in the melodic sequence is the lowest note on the 
violin. The similarities between these intervals and intervals found in the harmonic series 
strengthen suspicions that the harmonic series is integral to the pitch material here. Indeed, the pitch 
material so far in this work has been derived from the harmonic series, so it would seem plausible 
to suspect that this pitch sequence also has some connection to the foregoing spectra. There are four 
different intervals used in this sequence of pitches: the semitone, tone, major third and minor third. 
The major third and minor third occur relatively early in the harmonic series and are certainly 
featured horizontally in the string parts in the movement up until now.  
Vertically the overriding impression has been of a clustered weave of sound. This is achieved 
by Ligeti’s canonic approach to part writing which will be discussed in greater detail. The 
harmonic/vertical character of the movement so far is reliant on how the pitches, drawn from 
Ligeti’s utilisation of the harmonic series, are combined. The pitch material illustrated in Example 
13 shows that a significant number of notes in the different instruments are in the proximity of one 
or two semitones apart, as are several notes in this melodic sequence. This certainly contributes to 
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the impression of microscopic complexity in the harmonic character of the movement. These 
factors also enable us to speculate on how the above pitch sequence may have been constructed.  
The first four ascending notes, B, C sharp, F, and G flat, could be interpreted as a perfect 5th 
(B to G flat) with an internal major 3rd in between (C sharp to F) (Cf. Example 17 for an illustration 
of this analysis). The largest interval heard in strict succession is a major third (4 semitones).  This 
grouping of two and two notes may be justified as these intervals are identifiable upon listening to 
the sequence. These intervals are then repeated in reverse motion (descending). The three new 
pitches tagged on the end actually mirror the same intervals again: a perfect 5th (B down to E) 
which contains a major 3rd (A sharp down to F sharp). Only one of these intervals is then repeated 
in the notes tagged on to the end of the next ascent – the G flat to B flat (incidentally the same notes 
as in the previous descent: F sharp and A sharp). In addition, there is the interval of a tone between 
the C and the B flat. This time there is therefore one less new note added. This signals that although 
there is a pattern in the mirroring of intervals, a stringent interpretation of this pattern is not 
obvious. In the subsequent downward sequence only a C is tagged on (major third – C to E) 
(incidentally two octaves below the C reached at the end of the forgoing ascent). The next ascent 
reaches an E flat, adding a minor third interval to the end of the sequence. The next descent ends 
with an additional B flat and G, marking the lowest notes in the sequence. Here the C to G form a 
perfect fifth and the G to B flat a minor third, mirroring the minor third added to the end of the 
previous ascent. At the end of the next ascent an F and A flat signal the completion of the sequence. 
Once again, this makes a perfect fourth (E flat to A flat) and a minor third (F to A flat). The perfect 
fourth is also a dominant feature of the overtone series and occurs between the third and fourth 
partials. It would certainly seem that the notes added each time are regarded as groups containing a 
composite of fifths, fourths, major thirds, and minor thirds. My diagram shows these groupings as 
described here (the final note of each ascent or descent is carried into the next group to show the 
intervals clearly) (Example 17): 
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Example 17 Register expansion 
 
The following diagram represents an alternative, numerical approach to the intervals. The digits 
denote the number of semitones contained in the intervals. This is a very linear approach to the 
melodic sequence. The arrows indicate the direction of the melodic sequence (Example 18): 
 
Example 18 Unfolding of the intervallic structure, digits indicate numbers of semitones  
 
 
 
From this diagram an approximate pattern is clear. Intervals added to the ends of each upward or 
downward motion are imitated in reverse so as to expand the tessitura in the opposite direction as 
we have seen. The first intervals, 2-4-1, are heard in reverse at the end of the next falling sequence. 
The two final intervals of this sequence (4-2) are then heard at the end of the next rising sequence 
etc. However, at the end of the fifth line we see the introduction of the minor third (3). This interval 
may have been added for several reasons; perhaps in order to avoid a reoccurrence of an E or C 
sharp, two notes already featured. These notes would have reappeared had Ligeti used a semitone 
(1) or major third (4) interval and wished to avoid using the consecutive interval of a tone (2). It 
may be equally likely that a minor third was used so that upon imitation in the subsequent sequence 
                    
                  → 2 4 1 
              2 4 1 2 4 1← 
         → 2 4 1 2 4 1 4 2  
           4 2 4 1 2 4 1 4 2 ← 
      → 4 2 4 1 2 4 1 4 2 3 
     3 2 4 2 4 1 2 4 1 4 2 3←  
→ 3 2 4 2 4 1 2 4 1 4 2 3 2 3  
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the melody does not fall below G, the lowest note on the violin. In addition, this minor third is the 
only interval not heard so far that is contained within a major third. It is also the interval between 
the fifth and sixth partials of the harmonic series.  
As described above, Ligeti may have interpreted the first 3 intervals and indeed the 
subsequent adjoining intervals in groups. If we add the first 3 intervals, 2, 4, 1, (B to C sharp to F to 
G flat) this equals 7 semitones or a perfect fifth. The largest interval heard in strict succession is a 
major third (4 semitones) and the smallest is a semitone (1). These intervals are certainly not 
unusual in the music of Ligeti. His use of the cluster is famed. Linearly this sequence does sound 
like a huge cluster being unravelled.  
It would seem then that Ligeti has manipulated intervals related to the foregoing harmonic 
material to arrive at a sequence of pitches. The intervals have most likely been chosen for their 
relevance in the harmonic series, and therefore the foregoing harmonic spectra material.  Indeed, 
the strongest intervals contained in the harmonic series are the fifth, fourth, major third and minor 
third in this order. It is interesting to note that as the tessitura expands the intervals furthest from the 
centre become smaller; perhaps mimicking the diminution of intervals in the harmonic series as it 
rises. This can be seen in Example 17, the fifth becomes a fourth and the major third becomes a 
minor third.   
Ligeti uses imitation in ascending and descending motions to expand the register and at the 
same time imitates the upward and downward motions of the accompanying string instruments that 
rapidly streak through the nodes. This melodic sequence sets itself apart from the background 
weave by means of instrumentation, use of normal notes and not harmonics, accentation, and the 
way in which it is gradually revealed: the notes occurring at a much slower pace than in the 
underlying ecstatic weave.  
Accordingly, it would seem that the rhythmic agenda in all parts undergoes a form for 
‘progressive metamorphoses’ as a consequence of the lengthening of the melodic cells as defined 
by the term ‘net-structuring’. As the sequences unravel, the passages of semiquavers become 
gradually longer. Several features of the score indicate that the rhythmic agenda is polyrhythmic in 
some way. The detailed time signatures, the subdivided bars, and the relentless use of various 
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accentations all indicate that a complex subdivision of rhythm lies beneath the fluidity of the 
surface. This rhythmic continuity is perhaps reminiscent of gamelan music, or even African 
drumming as it pulsates forwards with an underlying and evolving sense of purpose. These features 
will be returned to in the following look at the sketches. 
So far then, patterns in the material have emerged. These patterns certainly indicate potential 
compositional approaches that may have been incorporated. The intervals used also suggest that the 
material may have been developed through the use of clusters or the overtone series, or a 
combination of the two. It is poignant that the there is commensurability between the cluster 
technique used in Ligeti’s early works, also using polyphonic textures, and the use of intervallic 
features of the harmonic series. These characteristics of the harmonic series contribute what might 
be described as an even more characteristic, transparent, and vibrant texture in Ligeti’s later works 
when compared to the rich and dense mass motions of his works of the 60’s and 70’s.  
 
Clues in the Sketches 
A look at the sketches would appear to corroborate many of the foregoing suspicions. Despite there 
being relatively few pages in the sketches displaying musical workings out, the pages that do 
contain indications of pitch material origin are of considerable interest. These pages outline what 
would seem to be a source which Ligeti can draw upon and apply freely in creating the pitch 
material for a great deal of the Violin Concerto. Having said this, it must be reiterated that these 
findings are only relevant in the context of the foregoing and continuing aesthetic approach to this 
analysis. The sketches are an extra dimension that is explored here in an attempt to expand on the 
discourse surrounding the listening experience; they do not represent any definitive truths by which 
the listening experience should be measured.  
The single page contained in the extra file of folder I shows 12 harmonic series, one for each 
fundamental note of the chromatic scale apart from B; F is instead featured twice (Example 19): 
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Example 19 Single page in file, Folder I, reproduction of Ligeti’s handwritten sketch 
 
On the original sketch page, four of the sequences are circled (Fa, Si b, Mi and La b), perhaps 
singled out for application in a particular section in the concerto. Two of these sequences are raised 
and two are with normal intonation, again indicating this is most likely Ligeti’s compositional 
approach to combining two different intonations to create mistuned, but somehow clean and 
ethereal harmonies. 
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 In the sketch, Ligeti uses the same arrow system as was used for the Viola Sonata (as 
explained on page 57) to indicate the degree of deviation of intonation for the 7th, 10th, 11th, 13th, 
14th, and 15th notes in the series. This same arrow system is however not used in the Violin 
Concerto as harmonic deviations are contained in the scordatura tunings (as outlined at the 
beginning of this analysis). An additional arrow features before the harmonic series beginning on 
G, B flat, A, A flat and G flat. These black arrows (not filled) pointing up at the outsets of these 
series, indicate that the intonation for these is raised. If the fundamental notes of this series are 
arranged in order of chromatic ascent a pattern occurs. Five of the series have raised intonation and 
five series have normal intonation: 
Fundamental pitch of series with normal intonation: C, Db, D, E flat, E  
Fundamental pitch of series with raised intonation: G flat, G, A flat, A, Bb 
The series with an F root is not included here because this series would seem to serve as a central, 
pivotal point, separating the two intonations. It is also the only series to occur twice and its tuning is 
not altered. The absence of a series beginning on B might similarly be explained: B falls between 
the two groups of notes, thus the two series of different tunings are separated by a slightly larger 
intervallic margin (a tone between the Bb and C). Example 19 therefore most likely serves as a 
reference table for Ligeti during his composition of the work. In order to ascertain his self 
proclaimed ideal of ‘mistuned’ music he demonstrates that he divides his attention evenly between 
five sets of harmonic sequences with standard intonation and five sets with raised intonation, each 
beginning on different fundamental notes and a pivotal point. This table is of course a very useful 
tool when considering the scordatura parts in the concerto. This is because the pitches in the table in 
Example 19 with raised intonation indicate the original pitches which are then tuned up, as they are 
also written in the scordatura parts and as they are played. In the score for the Violin Concerto the 
scordatura tunings are written approximately as they sound.  
The series on this sketch page are unlikely anything to do with the viola scordatura since only 
raised intonations are indicated by the arrows at the start of the five altered sequences. The violin 
scordatura part, on the other hand, is tuned up 55 cent from its original tuning. The five sequences 
with upward arrows are therefore perhaps relevant to the scordatura violin, whilst the sequences 
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with standard tuning are perhaps reserved for the solo violin. There are numerous examples in the 
score of the scordatura violin and scordatura viola parts playing simultaneous transpositions of the 
solo violin part. The following example is taken from bar 38 and is a typical example of the 
imitation between the scordatura parts and the solo violin (Example 20). An alternative notation of 
the violin scordatura as it is played is also featured here (third system). This third system can then 
be compared with the pitch table in Example 19 as the table also shows the raised deviations from 
standard tuning and not the lowered scordatura deviations (second system) which are a result of the 
score being notated as the music sounds.   
Example 20  Second half of bar 38, mov. 1, transposition of the solo violin part in the 
scordatura violin 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The notes of the solo violin clearly show a relationship to the pitch material of the harmonic series. 
Harmonics 8-15 (excluding 14) of the Re (D) harmonic sequence on the sketch (Example 19) are 
the notes featured in the solo violin part in Example 20. The violin scordatura plays the same, 
approximately a tone and a quarter lower (as it sounds). The material is therefore taken from the 
transposition beginning on a raised fundamental of B. The sequence with a B fundamental is 
however the only harmonic sequence not on the sketch page, so in this instance Example 19 can 
only be seen as indicative of possible compositional approaches.  
The sketch page (Example 19) does support the evidence to suggest that pitch material is 
taken directly from the characteristics of the harmonic series and that imitative transpositions are 
rife. Evidence of this can be seen throughout the concerto. However, numerous attempts to identify 
any rigid systematic application of this harmonic series sketch in the Violin Concerto prove futile. 
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The information contained in the sketch is so extensive that alone the sketch can only indicate that 
interval structures and characteristics of the harmonic series feature heavily in the concerto. Pages 
126 and 127 of folder I also feature further examples of the harmonic series with various 
fundamental notes, this time with specifications as to which string instrument is to play which 
harmonic series. Again, tendencies in this material can be identified in the score. Although it proves 
difficult to isolate specific areas in the score that these series may be applicable to, the various 
transpositions of the series in different instruments again indicate that this material serves as a 
reference point for further transposition and superimposition. Pages 2 and 3 of folder II contain 
similar examples of the harmonic series rising from various fundamentals. Page four of the same 
folder is in contrast striking for its illustration of four complete and consistent scalic examples.  
 Page 4 bears the title “SPLIT” and features the only examples of scalic material anywhere 
in the sketches. There are four scalic patterns in all. The first two feature a rising scale and an 
inversion of this scale, emanating from two central pitches, Bb and A. The intervallic structure of 
the first scale is the repeated pattern of five tones followed by a semitone (Example 21). The 
second scale also originates from the same two central pitches, the only difference being that the 
intervallic structure is four tones followed by a semitone.  
Example 21 ‘SPLIT’, first scale on page 4 of folder II. 
 
Example 21 is especially striking for its conceptual similarity with the 43 note scale of Harry 
Partch discussed in section 2.4.  If Ligeti’s scale is based on the harmonic series, then it is less 
extensive than Partch’s scale and is not dogmatically conceived because Ligeti is still working in 
the framework of equal temperament. It is conceivable that Ligeti isolates a certain area of the 
harmonic series to form a basis for the further expansion into a scale. This was perhaps also the 
                                       
88 
 
case in Example 20 where the notes of the solo violin are the same as partials 8-15 (excluding 14) 
of the harmonic series beginning on Re. Partials 7-12 of the harmonic series feature four intervals 
of a tone followed by a semitone, this is the closest Example 21 comes to imitating the harmonic 
series. However, the second scale featured on the same sketch page is built up of four consecutive 
intervals of a tone followed by a semitone – the intervals found in the harmonic series between 
partials 7 and 12.  
The unravelling of the notes from a central point in these scales is also commemorative of 
how the melodic sequence unwinds from a pivotal note. The third and fourth scales featured on the 
same page feature only rising sequences: the first beginning on a Cb below the bass stave and the 
second beginning on an A below the bass stave. Both are constructed with the recurring intervallic 
sequence of two tones followed by a minor third, perhaps lending from the intervals between the 
sixth and ninth partials of the harmonic series.  
 These scales house so many pitch groupings and possibilities that it is difficult to identify 
any rigid application of them in the concerto. Instead, they form a reserve from which Ligeti 
perhaps draws horizontal material. The concerto is riddled with instances where horizontal material 
is based on the intervallic structure of the harmonic series, these lines imitated in various 
transpositions in other parts to form a polyphonic weave. The solo violin notes from bar 38 
(Example 20), in addition to being found in the harmonic series, can also be found in close 
proximity in scale II of this sketch page, given that the intervallic structure of this scale is similar to 
that of partials 8-15 of the harmonic series. Once more many tendencies are present and partial 
patterns occur which again seem to direct focus at the intervallic structure of the harmonic series.    
 
Braiding and the Melodic Sequence 
Returning once again to the melodic sequence, it is notable that subtle aspects of this sequence also 
indicate that the attributes of the violin are taken into account: the fact that the lowest note of the 
sequence is G would seem pertinent. This would suggest that the melody is in some way 
accommodating for the solo violin. Taking this into account it might be useful to take a closer look 
at some characteristics of the violin.  
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The following diagram shows the first 16 partials of the overtone series of the four open 
strings of the violin (Example 22): 
 
Example 22 Overtone series for open strings of the violin 
G fundamental: 
G  G'  D'  G''  B''  D''  F''  G'''  A'''  B'''  C#'''  D'''  E''' F'''  F#'''  G''''   
 1   2    3   4     5    6    7    8     9    10   11   12    13  14  15     16     
 
D fundamental: 
D  D'  A'  D''  F#'' A''  C''  D'''  E'''  F#'''  G#'''  A'''  B''' C'''  C#'''  D''''   
1  2     3   4     5    6    7     8     9    10     11    12    13  14   15    16     
 
A fundamental: 
A  A'  E'  A''  C#'' E''  G''  A'''  B'''  C#'''  D#'''  E'''  F#''' G'''  G#'''  A''''   
1   2    3   4     5    6    7     8     9    10     11   12   13    14    15    16     
 
E fundamental: 
E  E'  B'  E''  G#'' B''  D''  E'''  F#'''  G#'''  A#'''  B'''  C#''' D'''  D#'''  E''''   
 1   2    3   4    5    6     7    8     9      10    11   12     13   14   15     16     
 
Example 22 shows the first sixteen partials of each string: this is an arbitrary but informed place to 
stop. In his sketches Ligeti chooses to stop here, perhaps because the partials are of such a high 
frequency that they become very difficult to produce on the violin. In addition, the partials become 
weaker as they get higher and although they contribute to the timbre, they become less relevant for 
the vibration of the fundamental. The first thing that comes to immediate attention when comparing 
the melodic sequence and the harmonic series above, is that the only pitches absent in the melodic 
sequence are D and A. These two notes do however feature more often in these harmonic series 
than many of the other notes of the chromatic scale. Since they occur relatively frequently in 
comparison with other pitches, it is perhaps a noteworthy anomaly that they are not included in the 
melodic sequence. These two pitches are in fact the opening pitches of the entire movement played 
by the solo violin and play an important role in the solo violin part. As the melodic sequence in the 
marimba and solo violin (accented notes) unfolds from bars 14-33, the violin plays less and less 
open harmonic notes (expanded on from the initial A and D) in favour of the melodic sequence. 
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The melodic sequence is increasingly braided into fleeting harmonics, eventually to take over. The 
final stage of the taking over of the melodic sequence happens in bars 32.3 to 33. The two notes 
remaining, A and D (the initial notes of the movement) and a single extra E finally succumb to the 
melodic sequence  (Example 23):   
 
Example 23 Braiding of the melodic sequence in the solo violin, from the fourth semiquaver 
of bar 32.3 to the end of bar 33 
 
The A and D therefore perhaps serve to distinguish the solo violin material and the harmonic 
spectra from melodic sequence that eventually wins over. 
 Any further similarities or patterns, or a more stringently executed procedure do not seem to 
be present. The use of the fifth, fourth, major and minor thirds, and major and minor seconds and 
the unravelling, mirroring of these intervals dominate. The A and D have therefore been excluded 
from the melodic sequence in order not to interfere with the original solo violin point of departure 
at the beginning and the point of interjection into this melodic sequence. Summarily, there seem to 
be two important pitch materials so far in this movement; the open strings and their harmonic 
series, and the melodic sequence.  
 
A Rhythmic Agenda 
As mentioned previously, several features in the score suggest a form for polyrhythmic agenda. In 
the score the initial 3/2 time signature sees the bars subdivided into three. The rhythm at the 
beginning of the concerto sounds free and relaxed, as though the polyphonic weave is feelings its 
way forward in an attempt to gain a foothold and assert itself. There are few accents and the 
harmonics float almost aimlessly. It is not until bar 14 and the first note of the melodic sequence 
that a more assertive direction emerges. The solo violin now accents only the notes of the melodic 
sequence, while its other notes remain a part of the overall weave. This use of accentation gradually 
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spreads through all of the string parts, but it is the solo violin alone that supports the melodic 
sequence in the marimba part, accenting only these notes. The other parts continue with relentless 
semiquavers, and approaching bar 34 it becomes clear that patterns of accentation are emerging. 
The various string instruments each begin to accent the first note of repeated patterns of various 
lengths. In bar 33, violin I accents the first of every five of its notes, violin II the first of every three, 
and the scordatura viola the first of every four. As a result a new polyrhythmic direction prevails at 
bar 34.  
Bar 39 serves to illustrate some general polyrhythmic tendencies found throughout the Violin 
Concerto. In this 4/2 bar most of the wind instruments play exclusively quavers, accenting the first, 
fourth, sixth, eighth, tenth, thirteenth and the fifteenth quavers. The bassoon only plays on the 
accented notes. The normally tuned strings also contribute by playing pizzicato notes in the same 
rhythm. When divided into quaver groupings the pattern is: 3,2,2,2,3,2,2. Meanwhile, the solo 
violin and scordatura strings play a barrage of semiquavers, subdivided differently: the semiquavers 
are divided by accentation into the following groups: 3,2,2,1,4,3,2,3,2,2. The vibraphone assists by 
playing on these accentations. As can be seen when adding up these semiquavers, there are only 24 
(or 12 quavers), while there are 16 quavers in the winds.  This is because, as the time signature 
indicates, 6 semiquavers in the strings and percussion should be played in the same time it takes to 
play 1 minim in the wind. This adds to the metrical intricacy. When listening to this passage, some 
solo violin notes give the impression of arriving just before the beat, adding momentum to the 
rhythm and resulting in a jazz-like feel. This ‘feel’ and associations to jazz are certainly a product 
of the patterns which result from the intricate temporally adjusted subdivisions of the solo violin 
semiquavers against the pulsating wind quavers.   
This approach to the sub division of bars and use of accentation is reflected in Ligeti’s 
sketches. A small number of pages feature diagrams of various rhythmic subdivisions. The 
following is the only such diagram featured several times in the sketches (Example 24). It is 
slightly less complicated than some of the other diagrams which show exclusively subdivisions of 
two and three semiquavers. 
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Example 24    ‘Periódus – structure AFRIQ’, folder I, p25 
 
                                                                                                              24 
 
 
The title in the sketch suggests that this might be a rhythmic diagram inspired by African 
polyrhythms. Further abstract single word references to Africa: ‘cameroun’ (folder I, p245), 
‘Zimbabwe’ (folder I, p246), and even the expression ‘Afrojazz Bebop’ (folder I, p246), all refer to 
the African influence at the base of the rhythmic formations. A similar diagram to the one above 
also bears the title ‘Gesualdo Belta’ (folder I, p232), perhaps indicating the similarities Ligeti 
recognises between his interpretation of African rhythm and the contrapuntal voice entries and note 
durations in the polyphonic style of Gesualdo. 
 
A Summary of the Remainder of the First Movement 
At bar 34 (F) there is a shift in texture. The woodwind and strings play staccato and pizzicato, the 
dynamic is piano, and the tempo increases slightly to minum = 76. The accentation in the 
woodwind and solo violin adds to the ‘molto ritmico’ indication in the score. The texture is now 
predominantly homophonic, the strings play isolated tutti quavers separated by various numbers of 
quaver rests, while the woodwind quavers flow uninterrupted. As mentioned the violin continuum 
continues ‘ferociously’ (‘feroce’).  
An initial glance at this section reveals that the pitch material is similar. The solo violin 
continues to utilize material from the melodic sequence. The increasingly frequent double stopping 
largely consists of a melodic sequence note or two and an open string. The open strings are 
interleaved with the melodic sequence in a similar fashion as before.  There is still a clear tendency 
for the line to rise and fall. These contours are now much shorter; often a single intervallic 
ascending leap is enough to initiate a new falling sequence of only a few notes.  
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In the passage from bars 34 – 40.1, the melodic sequence and open string notes again seem to 
influence the wind and string parts. This time only a few notes from the sequence are used; the F 
sharp, C sharp and B are found interleaved with G, D, A, and E (open string notes of the violin) in 
the piccolo and violins 3 and 4. The piccolo part also features transposed in the flute, clarinet, and 
bass clarinet. The flute plays the passage a tone (plus an octave) lower, the clarinet plays the same a 
fifth below, and the bass clarinet plays a fifth below the clarinet. The same is true of the string 
parts. Violas 1 and 2 play the same as violins 3 and 4, albeit a tone (and an octave) lower. The first 
cello plays a fifth below the violas and the second cello is a fifth below the first. This use of fifths 
might be directly related to the fifth tuning of the violin, giving an open clarity to the sound. The 
scordatura violin and scordatura viola enter at the end of bar 38.2. The scordatura violin imitates the 
solo violin, albeit a tone and 45 cent lower, and the scordatura viola plays the same a diminished 
fifth above this (this interval sounding closer to a perfect fifth than what the written diminished 
fifths would suggest, taking into consideration the scordatura tuning of both instruments).  
Following rehearsal mark G in bar 38.2, the little used G sharp (only occurring twice before 
in the solo violin in this section, and previously seen as an A flat – the highest pitch of the melodic 
sequence), starts to occur more frequently in the solo violin. It is reinforced by the vibraphone 
which is heard here for the first time. The notes G sharp, C sharp, B, F sharp and E are 
subsequently drawn from the violin solo part and reinforced by the vibraphone. The F sharp, C 
sharp and B were, as mentioned, significant notes in the piccolo and violins 3 and 4 from bar 34 and 
the E was an open string note. The G sharp serves to bring extra attention to the solo violin, 
especially since it is the highest note in the melodic sequence. In addition, this pitch is a semitone 
higher than the much used open G string, adding extra chromatic tension.   
The development of the material continues with the entry of the trumpet, trombone and oboe 
in bar 40.2. The oboe and trombone are separated by a tone (and an octave) and the trumpet is a 
fifth lower than the oboe. Again, A B, C sharp and F sharp are interleaved with D, A and E in the 
oboe part. Transpositions of these notes are played simultaneously in the trumpet and trombone.  
Similar developments are exploited and orchestrated in the following bars. At rehearsal mark 
I (bar 45) there is a reintroduction of harmonics in the scordatura parts and the material builds down 
                                       
94 
 
while the solo violin continues relentlessly with the same pitch material as before. Notes F and C 
begin to occur more frequently (the two pitches a tone below the open strings G and D). This extra 
depth in the harmonic structure allows the accompanying ensemble to slow down and relax into 
long held notes following J. The solo violin continues while the accompanying strings return to the 
polyphonic fleeting passages similar to those at the beginning of the movement. This time the 
motion is even more predominantly ascending as the harmonic nodes are passed through in the 
string parts. Finally at 56.2 the violin is allowed to rest on a high B harmonic on the E string. In bar 
59 the A and D of the solo violin introduction return. What follows is essentially a summary of the 
movement so far, a coda. In bar 72.2 the solo violin initiates a chromatically falling double stopping 
sequence which is imitated by various instruments and finally the gran cassa played with the fingers 
completes the movement alone as the repeated semiquavers fade away poco a poco. 
 
 
3.3 ‘II Aria, Hoquetus, Choral’ 
 
This movement commences with a simple, almost pastoral melody on the solo violin. The mood is 
sensual and sentimental. The long modal sounding melodic line unfolds and is joined in an almost 
canonic fashion by a gradually increasing number of instruments. These instruments gradually add 
to the increasingly complex nature of the harmonic spectrum, neutralising the mood of sensuality 
and the initial impression of tonality. This backdrop gradually becomes more central as the melodic 
solo violin melts into a more complex polyphonic weave. A little over two and a half minutes into 
the movement and the mood shifts considerably. The solo violin melody from the start of the 
movement is heard in the four ocarinas, piercing the texture and establishing a new timbral frame 
and harmonic context for the melody. The ocarinas are by nature justly tempered, reinforcing the 
harmonious but altered temperament of the work. The shrill nature of the ocarinas carry what 
sounds like the original solo violin melody in several transpositions, homophonically, and with a 
clean and bright tone almost like an overblown recorder.  
At the same juncture, the solo violin now performs fff rapidly interjecting and often 
syncopated chords plucked across all four strings. The converted mood is now one of much greater 
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mischievousness. On further listening it becomes apparent that the movement contains several of 
these curiously shifting transformations. These shifts also always begin with various renditions of 
what is unmistakably the initial solo violin melody, perhaps indicating that this is a set of theme and 
variations.    
These initial listening comments provide tremendous scope for further investigation of the 
movement from many angles. Most significant is perhaps the indication that I have been able to 
identify a great many aspects that can be explored in terms of convention. The theme and variation 
form is perhaps the most pertinent of these. The theme is certainly captivating for its sensuousness, 
and the frequent and radically altered contexts that it returns in, and the flow of events, are certainly 
captivating upon listening. There is an abundance of rhythmic and instrumental concocting that 
may easily encourage associations with music of many spheres, from jazz to the orient. A closer 
look at the score and other sources may shed some light on the compositional process and some of 
the means by which such a colourful movement can be fashioned.  
 
The Aria Cantus Firmus 
The solo violin is again perhaps the natural starting point when approaching this movement. The 
low register solo violin melody, with which the movement commences, is apparently an adaptation 
of the melody used in the third of Ligeti’s Bagatelles for Wind Quintet, as Ligeti himself points 
out.179 As Anthony Burton points out in his sleeve note for the Chandos recording, the same melody 
is also contained in the earlier Musica ricercata for piano of which the Bagatelles for Wind Quintet 
are a transcription.180 The theme appears first on the violin and is played exclusively on the G string 
for the first seventy-four bars. This writing for a single string is also explored at greater length in 
his Viola Sonata. As previously discussed, the Sonata very much revolves around the viola’s lowest 
string, the C string. All six movements of the sonata seem to originate from this string and its rich 
quality, which so inspired Ligeti, provides impetus from the start. The first movement, ‘Hora 
lungă’, is played entirely on the C string and bears striking resemblance with the opening aria 
                                                     
179 Duchesneau 1992, p. 7.   
180 Ligeti György. Ligeti/Nørgård: Violin Concerto, Helle Nacht Sonata (‘The Secret Melody’). Danish National 
Radio Symphony Orchestra conducted by Thomas Dausgaard. Violin: Christina Åstrand. Chandos 9830, 2000. 
Sleeve note p. 4.   
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melody of the second movement of the Violin Concerto. As mentioned, the Viola Sonata was 
written simultaneously with and following the Violin Concerto. Similarly, the lowest string of the 
violin is of significance to the harmonic structuring of the first movement of the Violin Concerto. 
The violin has a greater strength in higher registers and produces a thinner, more metallic sound 
than the viola in a low register, the shininess of the orchestral weave certainly supports these violin 
characteristics.   
As with the ‘Hora Lungă’, there are many characteristics of the aria melody that suggest its 
origin in the harmonic series. In the ‘Hora Lungă’ the melody originates from the harmonic series 
starting on F, F being a fourth higher than the C string which the melody is played on. The same is 
true of the aria melody, only now the harmonic series beginning on C (also a fourth above the 
deepest string on which the melody is performed) appears to provide the pitch material. It may also 
be noted that this is a new harmonic starting point in relation to the first movement, perhaps the 
equivalent of what might be a key change in a tonal context. (Example 25 and 26): 
 
Example 25 
Bars 1-12 of the Second Movement of the Violin Concerto.   
 
Ligeti, György (1990/92): Konzert für Violine und Orchester, Mainz, Schott, 2002, Ed9170. 
 
Example 26  C harmonic series             
 
Until bar 11, notes exclusively from the C harmonic series are used, nodes 8-12. The occurrence of 
the C# and B in bar 11, both not a feature of the C harmonic series until its upper reaches, perhaps 
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signal that the C harmonic series is not the only point of departure for the melody and the 
movement as a whole. Following further investigation it becomes apparent that intervallic features 
can be accounted for by frequent transposition and sequencing or imitation of intervals taken from a 
limited area of the harmonic series. These transpositions can be seen to be applied to pairs or small 
groups of notes from the harmonic series and are usually of no greater distance than a semitone or 
tone. Ligeti thereby maintains the characteristics of the harmonic series as well as establishing a 
more intricate harmonic context. This also means that some solo violin notes come into close 
vertical proximity with the notes of the scordatura parts which also have the same intervallic 
structure. I shall return to some of these features that occur further out in the movement in due 
course. 
 
 
Theme and Variation Form 
It may prove advantageous to confirm whether the segmentation of the structure and the repeatedly 
reworked melody are in fact a symptom of theme and variation form. Ligeti himself indicates that 
this movement may well be theme and variation form: on page 194 of folder I of the sketches the 
text heading reads: ‘Hegv. II [movement II]: Aria, Hoquetus: Andante CON VARIAZIONI’.  
Superficially the work can be segmented according to three central shifts in character, bars 1-
83, 84-129, and 130-239, suggesting a sonata-like construction. The work commences and ends in a 
similar character and undergoes a series of transformations along the way. However, upon listening 
to the movement, it is clearly more likely that it could be divided into more than double as many 
sections with equal ease.   
In order to uncover whether these sections are the result of a theme and variation structure, 
and not some other form pattern, the material must be studied in conjunction with the 
segmentations. A study of the material will help identify whether the theme is present in some form 
or other at the base of the shifting musical characters. If so, it will be easier to relate the work to 
tradition and convention in order to gain greater insight into the compositional process. Ligeti is 
renowned for his use and adaptation of renaissance devices such as polyphony and indeed 
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hocketing as the title of this work suggests, so it is not implausible that he uses theme and variation 
to compose this movement.  
In a conventional approach to exposing a theme and variation form I suggest the following 
parameters to identify basic aspects that are all found in variants originating from a theme:  
-Original theme, a reduction enabling the identification of an original theme 
-Ornamentation of the theme 
-Addition of lines, increasing complexity through textural change. 
-Shift of character personality of texture.  
-Ornamentation by figural superimposition, the addition of a figure applied systematically to     
the melody to alter the context. 
 
These points help to establish whether Ligeti’s approach to an eventual theme and variation form 
can be related to a traditional handling of the form. 
Instead of indicating the number of segments or variations the work is divided into, the title 
might be suggestive of how the eventual theme and variations are conceived, i.e. the personalities 
of the various sections. The aria is clearly a theme; it appears first and by its simplicity contains 
potential for exploration.  The aria begins in the spirit of its definition, the solo violin provides the 
simple aria melody and the accompaniment gradually becomes more substantial. All other sections 
might likewise be characterised under the title terms ‘Hoquetus’ or ‘Choral’.  
Tempo shifts and entries of various instruments indicate in the score that the sections of the 
first third of the work appear to be even shorter than may be initially experienced upon listening. 
The first significant shift of character and significant textural change occurs at bar 75. The four 
ocarinas enter and the solo violin performs rhythmic jazzy, spread pizzicato chords. The ocarinas 
play homophonically in a choral-like fashion; the aria theme is clearly audible in four different 
transpositions. This application of the ocarina was previously mentioned as being uncannily similar 
to the usage of Bolivian flute by Partch in his The Quiet Hobo Meal (cf. pp. 54-55) (it is interesting 
to note that Partch’s name is frequently featured in folder I of Ligeti’s sketches). The wind 
instruments demonstrate a clarity and infallibility of intonation. This helps to support the 
microtonal situation. In a great deal of other Western microtonal music the harmonic nature of the 
work often sounds fragile and tenuous in comparison, often as a result of fingered harmonics or 
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imprecision in terms of finger placement on the finger board of a string instrument, to name but a 
couple of problematic examples.  
Here the homophonic ocarinas hold their ground, adding an oriental touch, perhaps affirming 
a reference to primitivism. The temperament is not necessarily the only aspect inspired by distant 
cultures; the actual application of the timbre helps to assert the harmonic nature of the work. 
Partch’s use of Bolivian flute to slice through the texture and offer a melodically simplistic and 
clean element to a complex harmonic weave is often also heard in music of the orient. Ligeti’s use 
of ocarina above any other instrument for this entry may indeed be regarded as significant as an 
associative factor, referring us to Partch, or the Orient, or other musics where microtonality is not 
simply the use of shaky micro intervals, but perhaps an inherent and affirmative aspect of the entire 
musical experience.  
However, before this ocarina section, subtler entries and the build up of the choral can also be 
segmented and the aria melody is featured once again.  In bar 43 the flutes enter playing what is 
unmistakably a modified version of the beginning of the solo violin melody (Example 27):  
 
Example 27  Solo violin theme bars 1-8   
     
             
Flute variation bars 43-49 
     
 
 
In this simple example (Example 27) the use of rhythmic modification and juxtaposition of sections 
and melody notes is very clear.  In the flute variation, B is wedged between two versions of A.  The 
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solo violin is heard again five bars into this section playing the melody, this time transposed up a 
fifth, adding to the gradually denser choral weave. The contrabass also enters in bar 43 adding a 
pedal together with the viola. These are simple compositional devices used to expand on the initial 
material, largely representative of the section from bars 43-64.  
Bar 65 sees the entry of the horns. The mood is again altered slightly and the texture now 
becomes increasingly homophonic, the solo violin is the only instrument to continue in the style of 
the previous contrapuntal section. The horn passage rises, intensifying the mood. The horns prepare 
the way for the ocarinas which are to follow in bar 75. The horns perform, as directed in the 
performance notes, without correcting their intonation: ‘The 2nd and 3rd movements are to be played 
throughout in the manner of a natural horn’.181 The resulting effect is one of a more complex 
harmonic spectrum. The two horn parts are based, as in the previous section, on the opening solo 
violin aria, but this time transposed and altered to suit the open valves of the horns.  
The previously discussed ocarina section then follows, the ocarinas taking over the lead of the 
horns and providing a higher definition version of the theme. The ocarinas now play completely 
homophonically, fulfilling the initial transitional tendencies of the horns towards this texture in the 
previous 10 bars.  
At bar 84 the texture again shifts quite considerably, the new character persisting until bar 
130. This is a faster section marked molto ritmico. It is immediately apparent upon listening to the 
section that the accompanying notes are the theme in a new guise; now rhythmically neutralised to 
provide mostly downbeats and an emphasis on the first beat of each bar of the newly established 3/4 
time signature. This accompaniment, or aria line, is performed by the trumpet, trombone and strings 
(but not the scordatura parts or the solo violin). Harmonically the theme is clearly influenced by the 
previous two sections. The trumpet is also marked ‘cantus firmus’ (bar 84), indicating its roll as the 
bearer of the aria theme a minor third higher than the original. 
In contrast, the flute and piccolo, solo violin, scordatura violin, scordatura viola, and later the 
vibraphone and glockenspiel, perform intricate rhythmic, and often offbeat patterns that sound as if 
they fulfil the initiative of the solo violin’s rhythmic pizzicato chords of the previous section (bars 
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75-83). These patterns are now much more intricate and the persistent string tremolos add extra 
urgency to the mood. Each of the instruments performing these rhythmic patterns plays short 
phrases separated by short rests and each appears to fill in the gaps left by the rests in the other 
parts. This would suggest that this section might indeed be associated with hocketing techniques as 
suggested in the title. In its simplest form, hocketing can be described as the rapid alternation of 
notes and rests between two or more parts, one rests while the other plays. The term is also 
sometimes applied to single parts when the melody is broken up into smaller phrases separated by 
rests.  
Rhythmically the two violins and viola are similar, while hocketing takes place between them 
and the flutes and piccolo. There are some similarities between this section from bar 84 onwards 
and passages from the first movement. The solo violin is similarly doubled by the scordatura violin 
(here sounding a tone and 45 cents lower), and the scordatura viola (sounding an augmented fifth 
and 14 cents lower). The scordatura violin transposition is inverted in bar 89 becoming a minor 
seventh interval sounding albeit 45 cents smaller. There is an abundance of triplets in this section, a 
rhythmic device often used in medieval hocketing, adding to the momentum of the exchanges.  
It is apparent upon listening to this section that the pitches in the hocketed parts are in some 
way related to the notes of the theme which are sustained almost like a harmonic accompaniment. 
At first glance it would seem that the hocketed parts contain a fairly evenly distributed array of all 
twelve pitches of the chromatic scale, all pitches occurring within every few bars. Pairs of notes a 
tone apart are often repeated in various transpositions, building sequences reminiscent of the 
harmonic series. The overall listening impression suggests that the rapid progressions are the result 
of a network of sequencing.  
A compositional technique can be identified in this section. At first I attempted to uncover 
some form for dogmatic writing. Initially, the rhythmic and pitch material appeared highly ordered 
because of its complexity and apparent evenness of distribution. However, following many failed 
attempts to unearth stable pitch fields or tonal areas as the accidentals might suggest, a less 
dogmatic interpretation of a freer compositional style offered a more convincing result.  
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The rise and fall of notes in the solo violin and alto flute/piccolo parts resemble the rise and 
fall of the melodic sequence and its gradual emergence in the first movement. Here, however, there 
is not one single melodic sequence gradually uncovered but a gradually changing upward and 
downward motion. As in the first movement, notes are grouped, and when not separated by a rest 
the intervals are most often semitones, tones, minor thirds and major thirds. The semitone, tone and 
major third are of course an integral part of the original theme.  
In the following example the solo violin and the flute parts are isolated. This isolation is 
useful as these two parts seem to contain the original material which is then dispersed through the 
other parts in various ways. The piccolo notes are shown with tails down and the solo violin notes 
with tails up (Example 28).  The scordatura parts simply double the solo violin as discussed, and 
the other instruments are strongly related to the theme as performed in the trumpet. Ligeti also 
focuses special interest on these two parts in the score noting that they ‘both should always be heard 
equally well’.182 This is certainly the case when listening to the performance. The violin and piccolo 
almost melt into one as they weave between melodic fragments. The alto flute and the scordatura 
parts offer only background support, playing transpositions derived from the prioritised solo violin 
and piccolo parts.  
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Example 28  Piccolo and solo violin bars 84-88 
The violin is written one octave lower to make reading the part easier and in consideration of the 
piccolo part which sounds one octave higher than written. The proximity of the actual sounding 
pitches is therefore easier to read even though both parts sound an octave higher. 
 
During this section there is always a consecutive or simultaneous note that is within a tone or 
semitone of the note sounding. There is extensive use of sequencing and imitation. Associations 
with the harmonic series are also maintained: the intervals taken from between nodes 6 and 12 
appear to be the dominant feature of the pitch material.  There is clear evidence of hocketing in this 
section. The notes dance between the piccolo and the violin who share the same register for this 
section. It is often difficult to distinguish the two when listening. The use of triplets is also 
testimony to hocketing techniques. Traditionally triplets are a common feature of medieval 
polyphonic hocketing as featured here. The piccolo and violin complement each other, and often 
overlap in groups of two or three notes, one starting where the other leaves off, giving a hocketing 
effect. On a grander scale the notes of the cantus firmus, or aria melody feature on the downbeat of 
each bar, where the hocketing instruments often rest. This also contributes to the hocketing effect.  
In initial attempts to analyse this section, the modal qualities, whole-tone characteristics, 
hocketing effects and what almost sounds like elements of bi-tonality, prompted me to attempt an 
alternative analysis. This attempt is not necessarily reflective of the actual compositional approach, 
but nonetheless it does shed light on how my trial and error investigation uncovers some 
characteristics in the material that are very much present upon listening to this section. The fact that 
there is a very even distribution of all twelve notes over every few bars makes speculative analyses 
from different perspectives possible. Interestingly enough, this listening inspired analysis did 
uncover some characteristics of the Lydian mode. 
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The Lydian scale (Example 29) is characterised by its three whole tone intervals at its outset, 
a clearly noticeable feature when listening to this section. In addition, the fourth note, the note 
which distinguishes this scale from the major scale and gives the scale its whole-tone character, is 
often emphasised. This emphasis is also accentuated by the fact that this fourth note is often found 
in the theme played by the trumpet and is held for a duration while various notes of the scale are 
sounded. As a measure of curiosity, Example 30 shows the Lydian qualities of the same five bars 
from Example 28. However, now the pitches are grouped together – indicated by stem direction: 
i.e. the stems no longer indicate which instrument plays the notes. This grouping is instead 
according to the relationship to the Lydian scale and its transpositions and not by which instrument 
plays them. In Example 30 the note letters written above and below the stave indicate which root 
note of the Lydian scale the notes may have originated from (the letter above relating to the notes of 
that bar with tails up, and the letter below relating to the notes with tails down). Considering that 
hocketing is used here, it is plausible to expect that two instruments sharing a similar frequency 
register exchange scalic fragments. This perhaps contributes to the melting of the parts into one 
another so that they almost sound as one. It is interesting to compare Example 30 to the previous 
Example 28: pitch patterns are indicated in Example 30 (the possible scalic origin denoted here). In 
Example 28 these possible scalic patterns are juxtaposed and relatively evenly distributed between 
the two instruments.  
 
 
Example 29 Lydian scale 
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Example 30  Piccolo and solo violin, this time tails indicate modal grouping 
 
 
 
As is seen in this example, the scale transpositions occur very frequently and only a few notes at a 
time of an eventual mode are heard. This is line of investigation is therefore a matter of coincidence 
and tenuous curiosity, highlighted to satisfy listening associations. It is however interesting to note 
that any audible modal or bi-tonal elements are not entirely unfounded.  
To speculate further, there is also a connection between which transposition of the scale is 
featured, i.e. which root note, and the fourth note of the scale. This fourth note is, as mentioned, the 
note that characterises the mode most significantly and adds a whole tone feel to the section. For 
example: in bar 85 there is a progression from an A flat root to D in the next bar, D being the fourth 
interval of A flat Lydian. Another example: in bar three of Example 30, an F is sounded in the 
trumpet theme while the upper note grouping is based on B Lydian. The tri-tonal qualities of this 
fourth note of the Lydian scale are therefore highlighted and found throughout the section. In 
comparing the Example 28 and Example 30, it is interesting to note how the proposed scales switch 
between the two instruments. Bars 84-85 feature the same scale in both the solo violin and piccolo. 
Following this there are usually groups of only a few notes before the instruments exchange the 
scales. This is clearly seen by comparing the differences between the two examples and the 
directions of the note stems.  
Ligeti almost certainly did not take these factors into consideration upon composing the 
section. My previous analyses of the intervallic nature and use of the harmonic series would serve 
to verify this. However, it is interesting to note that modal qualities identified in a listening 
experience and in this analysis are perhaps a by-product of Ligeti’s compositional approach. 
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Indeed, the aria theme also shares some similarities with the Lydian scale, the whole tone quality 
being the most prominent feature. As for the previously mentioned possible associations to jazz, the 
rapidly shifting scales speculated upon above in this hocketing section especially, can perhaps be 
equated with the rapid changing of chords in standard jazz and Be Bop. These associations persist 
in the mind of the listener, and as has been demonstrated, can stem from characteristics in the 
material.   
Following the Hoquetus section there are several sections, each of a different tempo and all 
reminiscent of a choral-like style. A solemn mood is invoked at bar 130 where the solo violin plays 
self-assured chords, integrating a permutation of the aria theme into the changes. At the next 
variation, bar 157, the mood becomes increasingly serious and the texture now more transparent. 
The wind and percussion play an offbeat variation of the aria melody homophonically, whilst the 
strings play their own homophonic variation on the beat. The solo violin accents the chords with 
spread pizzicato chords.  At bar 180 an eerie mood is conjured up as the movement approaches its 
conclusion. At the end of bar 192 the aria theme re-enters in the solo violin, this time in its original 
form, albeit transposed up a tri-tone (this tri-tone interval again asserting its importance for the 
harmonic character of the movement).  The alto flute takes over the melody in bar 221 before the 
pedal fourth in the solo violin drops to G and E as the flute plays a C, the resulting major triad 
adding a sense of resolution to the conclusion.   
 
 
 
3.4 Movements III-V 
 
The graceful solo violin melody of the ‘Intermezzo’ shares a similar whole-tone/Lydian character 
as was present in much of the second movement. The register is again high and the melody is 
accompanied by the orchestra. The chromatically falling, fleeting string passages form a dense 
polyphonic weave. Natural harmonics in the horns and trombones again provide pedal points, or a 
slowly evolving countermelody. As the mood intensifies the winds perform increasingly rhythmic 
gestures, eventually to join the rapid gestures of the strings in their falling patterns. These gestures 
gradually shorten, adding to the intensity, before a long falling passage marks the final descent and 
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end. As the title suggests, this movement appears not to be structurally overcomplicated. The 
movement organically flows towards its conclusion.  
The fourth movement, entitled ‘Passacaglia’, begins delicately with two clarinets gradually 
shifting pitch. These are joined in bar 6 by the solo violin. Similarities between this movement and 
previous works by Ligeti involving clusters are immediately apparent. Although the texture here is 
less dense and vertical intervals are more transparent, the horizontal tendencies are the same as 
those in works such as Atmosphères: horizontal intervals of more than a tone are rare, the semitone 
and tone dominating. Ligeti also states in the score that ‘the whole movement should be performed 
as a continuum: there are to be no caesuras’.183 This indicates that a similar ephemeral shifting as in 
some of his earlier works is also desired. In addition, entrances made by instruments are required to 
be imperceptible, contributing to the imperceptibility of the canon and maximising the effect of the 
gradually expanding mass. Passacaglia form is often characterised as a continuous variation over a 
theme, most often a ground bass which often repeats every few bars. In this movement the ground 
bass theme can be defined as the slow moving horizontal lines. Every few bars another instrument 
enters in a canonic fashion and the harmony becomes more complex. These lines continue 
throughout the movement and are clearly imitative by nature.  
During the first 35 bars the ensemble expands and the texture becomes more complex. Every 
few bars a new instrument enters, mimicking the previous horizontal shapes in a canon-like fashion. 
The entry of lower register instruments contributes a sinister mood to what was a peaceful opening, 
before the fierce accented string melody enters at bar 35 to mark the completion of the transition.   
This piercing of the texture also provides scope for the solo violin to develop into an increasingly 
pronounced thematic territory and away from the static nature of the introduction. The thematic 
material again resembles the pitch material of the former movements. Whole tone characteristics 
can be heard, with interspersed semitones and slightly larger intervals perhaps signalling hops to 
new transpositions of pairs of notes or small groups of notes. As in the first movement, it would 
appear that additive processes are also at play here. The solo violin part expands its tessitura 
gradually as the note groupings become longer. As before, this melodic pattern generally rises and 
falls alternately; an overall ascent prevailing in the course of the movement. In the meantime, the 
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initial sustained notes are maintained throughout the movement, eventually providing an 
accompaniment as the intrusive thematic material gradually takes over the role of steering the 
movement. The movement ends in an extremely high and very shrill register in the woodwind and 
strings and a piercing tremolo is played on the xylophone.  
The fifth movement is entitled ‘Appassionato’ and begins in a similar fashion to the first 
movement. The scordatura violin and scordatura viola begin with open string harmonics rapidly 
alternating between two notes in each instrument, as in the solo violin at the very start of the Violin 
Concerto. An oboe and piccolo enter in bar 2.4, playing a motif directly related to the ocarina lento 
motif of the second movement. This time the motif is played in sixths and has no semi-tonal third or 
fourth voices. The solo violin is quick to enter at the end of bar 4. The solo violin part moves 
largely in tones or semitones and there is a downward motion in the pitch material. The falling 
accompanying passages continue for a while as the solo violin interjections become more hectic 
and are eventually taken over by the bassoon and trumpet in bar 12.2. The bassoon is gradually 
given more support by the trumpet, and then also the trombone, and oboe. The percussion and 
pizzicato strings add to the increasingly unsettled and distracted character of the movement. At bar 
12.2 the solo violin, having initiated the jolty fragmented interjections, now retreats to its own 
version of the original lento motif from the beginning of the movement. The downward movement 
and general progression is only interrupted by the sudden piercing woodwinds and xylophone in bar 
26.3. A new feverishness is established as the pizzicato cellos and contrabass fumble in the depths, 
supported by the bassoon and trombone. The winds and percussion offer interjections in the 
previous style but with added shrillness. The solo violin maintains the momentum of the lento motif 
at 28.3, only this time the vertical intervals are much closer than the previous sixths. The final notes 
of an interjectory passage are held in bar 32, clearing the way for the initiation of another wave of 
varying texture to continue the frenzied movement: in bar 35 the scordatura viola sets this new 
section to life with ostinato fifths. The solo and scordatura violin then join in with a rapid, 
chromatically falling double-stopped passage, while the orchestral violins supply a pedal 
accompaniment.  
In bar 39.2 the oboe and alto flute contribute a new, more legato, rapid descent, the scalic 
passages contributing to a textural weave. At bar 44 a new and slightly lighter, ironic disposition is 
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invoked. The solo violin relaxes into the semiquaver flow of the accompaniment following the 
triplets of the previous polyrhythmic section, while the Eb clarinet plays a cheeky decorated melody 
in the upper reaches. This melody is quickly drawn in by the solo and scordatura trio of strings 
which again lead this short section into a descent before a resounding brassy held E forcefully takes 
over in bar 51.2. This next severe section is largely dominated by a triplet motif followed by long 
held notes led by the overpowering brass. The percussion offer punctuation and the strings lend 
depth to the chords. The section climaxes with a quadruple fortissimo, epic, held chord before 
retreating into the next section at bar 65, which again resembles the opening of the movement or the 
opening of the entire concerto.  
This fragile section begins with the same alternating fifth pattern now in the scordatura violin, 
while the solo violin performs a sentimental descending melody reminiscent of the opening aria of 
the second movement, the intervals again largely consisting of tones or semitones. The mood is 
once again not held long before rapid interjected falling patterns again pierce the texture in the 
oboe, bassoon, contrabass, and gradually more instruments until the texture becomes so saturated 
that the evolving progression takes on a new identity at bar 77. The polyphonic weave again takes 
over, the predominantly falling scalic patterns again saturating the texture. At 81.2 the solo violin, 
scordatura violin and scordatura viola emerge alone with these falling patterns which descend 
through the cello and contrabass while the solo violin continues relentlessly towards a cadenza.  
The ensuing cadenza can be written by the soloist and is required to be between one and two 
minutes in length. Gawriloff utilised material leftover from the revisions carried out for the second 
version of the concerto. This material stems from the first version of the first movement.184 The 
cadenza is characterised by double-stopping and rising and falling sequences, and open harmonics, 
all spectacular in nature. This same cadenza is featured on the Deutche Grammaphon recording.185 
The cadenzas on the other two recordings also rely quite heavily on the original version. Frank 
Peter Zimmermann’s cadenza is relatively true to the score; he adds or omits a few notes here and 
there, until half way. He then proceeds to juxtapose and embellish on some ideas already present 
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185 Ligeti, György. Boulez Conducts Ligeti: Concertos for Cello, Violin, Piano. Ensemble Intercontemporain. Violin: 
Saschko Gawriloff. Deutsche Grammaphon 439 808-2, 1994. 
                                       
110 
 
and omit others, shortening the cadenza and accentuating the flow towards the climax.186 Christina 
Åstrand chooses to follow the score with even greater precision, only cutting the cadenza short in 
its last bar. The general ebb and flow of the original is present and only odd notes are added or 
omitted here and there.187  
At bar 93 the orchestra again enters, interrupting the ascending harmonics of the cadenza. 
This is a short and disjunctive climax with notes played one after the other in various instruments 
before resting on a final flute and alto flute E, accompanied by an accented pizzicato in the strings, 
creating a bell-like effect. This effect, according to Ligeti, is borrowed from Shostakovich’s 
Symphony no. 4188 and rounds off a rather hectic and colourful final movement. Structurally this 
movement is very sectional in appearance, each section usually only a few bars long and often of 
different character to the preceding section. The re-emergence of the opening of the concerto in this 
movement suggests that it contains summarial aspects. The return of the melody from the second 
movement in a new guise and various other textures and ideas also signify that this is indeed a 
melting pot of a movement, hectic in nature and full of colour and vibrancy. 
 
The Recordings 
This timbral colour is full of nuance on the Gawriloff/Boulez/Deutsche Gramaphon recording.189 
The bell-effect mentioned above and featured in bar 95-99 is carried out with precision and 
consistency, more so than in the other two recordings. The held flute tremolos are unwavering and 
end the work in a magically glistening fashion. This is illustrative of the firmness of accentation and 
rhythmic precision in the phrasing in the performance in general. This contributes hugely to the 
steadiness of the timbres and glassiness of tone which requires a degree of consistency of attack and 
coordination between performers. The sturdy orchestral phrasing also serves to allow the soloist 
greater freedom to mould phrasing in his own manner. This does not however mean that this is a 
metronomic and cold interpretation. On the contrary, it reflects an attention to detail and gives the 
impression that each phrase is a balanced and perhaps slightly understated as to invite the listener in 
                                                     
186 Ligeti, György. The Ligeti Project III: Cello Concerto, Clocks and Clouds, Violin Concerto, Síppal, Dobbal, 
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to follow these subtle intricacies as they progress and change, and ultimately reveal a glistening 
broader expressive perspective.   
The warmer viola-like tone produced by Christina Åstrand on the Chandos recording adds to 
what is essentially a quite ambient and more directly expressive recording.190 Gawriloff’s tone is by 
comparison more silvery and perhaps better suited for the regular switches between ordinary notes 
and harmonics which often occur seamlessly whilst the solo violin line is in mid flight. However, 
Åstrands unique throaty tone and soulful expression bring an unequalled folky, sung quality to the 
opening of the ‘Aria, Hoquetus, Chorale’, in absolute concord with the indication in the score: 
cantabile semplice ma espressivo.191  
The Teldec recording featuring Frank Peter Zimmermann and conducted by Reinbert de 
Leeuw is crisp and transparent.192 The dominating high register is vibrant and with each new 
development a contrasting character is distinctly evoked. There is also a delicacy and spirituality 
here, again different from the other two recordings. A greater sense of direction prevails in this 
recording, also reflected in the fact that this is the shortest of the recordings. The spirituality of the 
recording is therefore not contained in any relaxed tempo but rather in the simplistic and folk-like 
phrasing. The many and frequent contrasts in character in the work are certainly given clarity and 
continuity as a result of the brisk tempo of this recording. This is the most recent of the recordings, 
all of which Ligeti has been present for, as can be seen by some of the sleeve note photographs. The 
first pages of folder one of the sketches are apparently commentary notes from a rehearsal, also 
indicating Ligeti’s presence at a Zimmermann performance. Amongst other things, Ligeti is 
concerned that Zimmermann should bring out the accents, sometimes addressing him as “FP” in the 
hastily written, running commentary.  
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3.5 Conclusion of the Study of the Violin Concerto 
 
My analysis only uncovers the tip of what can be many icebergs when studying such a complex and 
varied work such as this. I have attempted to begin with a superficial listening experience and have 
gradually explored the most prominent features and access points of the work. By doing so, a 
platform for further study into the work from many different perspectives was established. Research 
into any one of these fields alone, from theory and analysis to aesthetics and listening experiences 
of the Violin Concerto could each easily fill a thesis. At the same time, it is apparent that this 
approach to balanced investigation on a macro level, exploring many perspectives derived from the 
surface of the work, is more directly accountable and relevant to the work as it is experienced. Any 
specialisation on a micro level in any given field is always in danger of becoming obsolete if great 
care is not taken to ensure that the research is in some way relevant to the purpose for which it is 
intended.  The study of the Viola Sonata uncovered many compositional elements found throughout 
the Violin Concerto, and provided a very useful model for this study of a larger scale work.    
The foregoing investigation highlights Ligeti’s ingenuity in assimilating form, philosophical 
system, tradition, and exploitation of instrumentation. In reference to the comments on Partch and 
Boulez on page 54, we see that with this work Ligeti is able to not only exploit just temperament, 
but he is also able to incorporate equal temperament and bring the two systems together in formal 
cohesion. The most important discovery in the course of this analysis is perhaps the approach 
devised to integrate the two systems: pitch material based on the characteristics of the harmonic 
series – but contained in an equal temperament context, and the extensive application of harmonics 
and scordatura tunings which are directly imported from the harmonic series. By basing the pitch 
material of the instruments which operate in the confines of equal temperament on the 
characteristics of the harmonic scale, the harmonics, the natural intervals of the ocarinas et cetera, 
are strengthened and both systems come together as one. The resulting impression, far from being 
one of a mismatched, mistuned, cacophony, is one of an intense and integrated fusion of two 
systems into one vibrant and glistening whole. Therefore, aspects of the material on a micro level 
clearly have overbearing relevance for how this work is experienced in its total actuality. The initial 
                                       
113 
 
material, by its nature, also contains characteristics that contribute to the forming of the macro 
levels. Ligeti’s additive rhythmical concepts, although at first seemingly conceived in isolation of 
the pitch material, actually rely on the unfolding of the harmonic and intervallic structures and are 
as much a product of this unfolding as they are an incentive for it. Ligeti succeeds in exploiting this 
material with huge diversity and demonstrating that these harmonic and intervallic structures can 
produce anything from the most sensual arias, to the most complex of polyphonic webs of sound. 
The solo violin melody of the second movement is as natural a consequence of the material it is 
born out of as the weave which it eventually succumbs to. 
The Violin Concerto highlights the advances Ligeti has made since his earlier super-saturated 
textures. In these earlier works, Ligeti may be accused of the same shortcomings as those he 
believed were committed by serial composers in their attempts to create contrast in the serial sound 
world. As Ligeti comments, the juxtaposition of various textures that can concur simultaneously in 
serialism can create a flatness in the sound.193 Ligeti’s early ‘micropolyphonic’ works are equally 
exposed to such criticism. The overall density of the sound and harmonic neutrality of these works 
led to the swift branding of the music as ‘texture music’.194 Labels such as this one placed a focus 
on what was seen by some as simply an intervallic saturation of the structure, lacking scope for any 
significant contrasts or development. However, following the introduction of harmonic elements 
and intervallic units in Lux Aeterna a new direction emerges. In his later works, such as the Violin 
Concerto, Ligeti raises ‘micropolyphony’ to new heights, importing the characteristics of the 
natural scale amongst other things, to ensure a greater degree of substance and potential in the 
material. By these means he is able to reach new heights of clarity and pureness, the relatively small 
concerto orchestra providing an extraordinarily contrastive and rich sound. This new transparency 
is just one of many aspects of this work that bear testimony to a compositional technique in its 
prime.   
 
 
 
                                                     
193 Ligeti, György. ‘Metamorphoses of Musical Form’ (1958) in Die Reihe, vol. 7 Form – Space, Eng.trans. Cornelius 
Cardew 1965, pp. 5-6. 
194 Cf. p 20. 
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Conclusion  
 
The voice of modernism has all too often spoken above the music of modernism. If the modernist 
critical language, associated most significantly with traditional modernist structural analysis, had 
remained slightly less vocal perhaps the audience might appreciate a more intimate listening 
experience free of intellectual intimidation. A highly profiled singular focus on methods of 
traditional structural analysis has resulted in the persisting popular belief that the meaning is hidden 
in the often technically incomprehensible ‘music itself’. Any subjective thoughts or emotions the 
listener might have were to be considered supplementary to the actual content residing in the work. 
The persistence of these beliefs has caused modern music and related musics thereafter to suffer 
what is commonly termed a ‘popularity crisis’.  
The past two decades in particular have revealed an alternative postmodern propensity to 
integrate the experience of listening into analysis. The new and varied analytical structures are 
increasingly offering new retrospective insight into the music of modernism and postmodern music 
alike. In this dissertation I have attempted to contextualise the two very different musical ideologies 
described above. By seeking to perform an analysis that extends beyond the confines of traditional 
structural analysis and includes the realm of experience, it becomes apparent that the possibilities 
are unlimited. At the same time that these analyses are exposed because of the inclusion of 
subjective thought alongside or at the expense of undisputable structural facts, the benefits for 
subjective understanding and appreciation of musical works are increased. The potential of 
analytical tools such as metaphor (cf. pp. 21-25) indicate that music can be explored and understood 
in a vast number of ways perhaps not even yet considered.  
It is a credit to Ligeti that his own imaginative metaphorical morsels often inspire and 
encourage his audience. At the same time, Ligeti astutely integrates self-styled technical jargon into 
these comments, careful not to harm the intellectual credibility of his work (cf. pp. 17-21), thus 
offering new incentives for technical interpretation. Ligeti thereby succeeds in endearing the naïve 
listener and potential modernist structural analysts alike. He displays a seemingly schizophrenic 
ideological stance by apparently goading forth the view that his compositional intentions are 
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contained within the technical terms, only then to conjure up an imaginative metaphorical language 
when describing the sonic experience. Through his metaphorical comments, Ligeti instils in the 
listener a renewed sense of responsibility in the experiencing of his music. By triggering associative 
thought processes, the listener can enjoy the music free of any exterior control. In true Barthesian 
fashion the composer is ceding his own control of the work to the listener. At the same time, 
technical comments contribute to the myth that the intentions of the composer are somehow 
contained in the music itself. The technical details of the compositional process may serve a 
purpose, however, it is far from certain that the composer wishes us to ‘directly hear’ these details 
or even believes that any knowledge of them may enhance a listening experience.  
In my analysis of the Violin Concerto, I have attempted to demonstrate that a listening 
experience can penetrate into subversive levels of the compositional technique. I sought to 
demonstrate that compositional technique can be approached from an aesthetic perspective. In 
congruence with the thoughts of Sontag, rather than attempting to expose any hidden meaning or 
rules of interpretation in the work in search of validation, I have attempted to focus on aspects that 
might lead to a more intimate aesthetic experience of the work. The descriptions, diagrams and 
patterns included in the analysis are all metaphorically conceived and intended in order to 
communicate the actuality of the work, and that the work is as it is, rather than to demonstrate what 
it might mean.195 There are numerous features in the Violin Concerto that contribute to the 
experience of the work as an integrated and aesthetically balanced object. Agglomerations of micro 
relationships will often result in the perception of one huge object rather than complexes of isolated 
objects. Continuities or discontinuities on all levels of the composition break through to the surface 
levels of a listening experience. Whether these technical features are ‘heard directly’ is of little 
consequence; as Bernard implies, it is enough that they are ‘felt’ (cf. section 2.2).  The overall 
palatial shine of the concerto is no doubt one of the results of Ligeti’s integration of many 
complementary detailed ideas and compositional techniques. The fleeting, glassy harmonics taken 
from the natural scale and the influence of this scale on the pitch material is just one example.  
As discussed, the compositional approach on a micro level can certainly be of enormous 
consequence for our experience of the work as a balanced whole, enabling us to ‘feel’ congruence 
                                                     
195 Cf. Sontag 2001, p. 14.  
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and correctness. This feeling is perhaps also contributed to simply by the listener’s suspicion or 
belief that hidden complexes lurk beneath the surface, adding an extra dimension of credibility to 
the experience. The inclinations and expectations of a listener may certainly be influenced by such 
technical metaphors such as Ligeti’s ‘micropolyphony’. These terms instil in the listener a 
reassuring sense that the music is intellectually well-founded. However, because of Ligeti’s 
metaphorical and often informal presentation of the jargon the listener gains confidence, accepting 
that it is enough to feel the underlying integrity implied by such terms in order to enjoy the music.  
In the same way, an audience may be guided into perceiving music in other ways when other 
metaphors are utilised: for example when encountering other music of a self-declared superficial 
nature, such as ‘mood music’ or ‘textural music’.  
Ligeti’s own comments often traverse many modernist standpoints. The ‘neither-norism’ of 
Ligeti’s stance (cf. section 1.2) seemingly raises Ligeti above or outside the ideological battle 
ground and perhaps explains why there is relatively little academic interest shown in the form of 
analytical material concerning his works. As Arved Ashby points out, as ideologies become ever 
more divisive, each becomes so sure of its own virtues that it fails to consider any other point of 
view. Ashby argues that it is of vital importance that this cultural and political emergency be 
addressed for the benefit of the ‘quiet majority who are more interested in the music than in the 
composers or politics surrounding, and often engulfing, them’.196 Ligeti is perhaps emblematic of 
this kind of conciliation, bridging ideological boundaries and consequently nurturing the image of 
an outsider relegating the politics of his era to the backseat in favour of the creative process.  This is 
perhaps one of the reasons for his popular appeal, not achieved by many of the leading figures 
associated with modernism. Perhaps the academic trend of empathising across ideological 
boundaries which has gathered speed over the past few years will increasingly focus on Ligeti for 
his role in promoting the musical meanings found inside and outside of the ‘music itself’. After all, 
as Boulez points out, academic retrospective studies smooth over the apparent traditional 
discontinuities of works. These anomalies are ultimately absorbed and justified a posteriori into 
what is a tradition in constant flux.197 This dissertation is perhaps a reflection of this process in 
progress. The seemingly incongruent schizophrenic nature of Ligeti’s project demands that tradition 
                                                     
196 Ashby 2004, pp. 2-3.  
197 Cf. Boulez 1991, p. 13. 
                                       
117 
 
consolidates and absorbs the contradictory aspects. New research fields such as metaphor theory 
address these incongruencies and broaden understanding. In this day in age in which ideologies 
increasingly divide the world, it is significant that the tendencies in musicology are seemingly 
revitalised in their effort to conciliate between fundamental questions of intellect and experience.  
   It is in the music, however, that this discussion must begin and end. The 
extraordinary unity of diversity in the Violin Concerto practically demands the melting of the 
ideological boundaries leftover from modernist discourse if it is to be analysed in a manner that 
might begin to yield useful insight. From the glistening modernistic shininess of the intricately 
layered string harmonics of the first movement, to the sentimental romantic solo violin aria of the 
second movement, and the clear references to ethnic music; the work contains contradictions 
galore. Only a discursive language capable of accommodating such contradictions and open to re-
evaluation may assist in attempts to analyse and better understand the work. Such a discussion may 
indeed be initiated by Ligeti’s own metaphorical comments which are more directly involved with 
the work as it sounds.  
Metaphor theory is just one of many ways, many perhaps not even yet conceived, which offer 
insight not only into the concrete technical aspects of the work in itself, but also the experience of 
the music.  Perhaps an increasingly transparent perspective on works such as the Violin Concerto 
will provide a potential audience with greater scope for reception and understanding and help raise 
the profile of the music as being socially relevant. Ligeti analogises about the situation of ‘serious 
music’ anno 1991: ‘…if the remaining niche is small and apparently socially without function, they 
[the composers] find themselves caught in the skin of a soap bubble: their leeway is infinitely small, 
however the potential intellectual spread is infinitely wide, as long as the bubble doesn’t burst.’198  
The indications are that Ligeti has risen to the challenge and has arguably reinforced this 
bubble: the Violin Concerto is one of few, or likely the only, large scale work written in the last 
fifteen years which has already been recorded three times for major record labels. It was received 
rapturously at the Proms in 2003 and led one critic of the performance at Carnegie Hall to write: 
                                                     
198 Ligeti, György. ‘Rhapsodische, unausgewogene Gedanken über Musikk, besonders über meine eigenen 
Kompositionen’, in Neue Zeitschrift für Musikk, Jan. 1993. p. 29. (translated by the author).  
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‘…it is not often that a packed Carnegie Hall is so effusive for a relatively recent piece’.199 The 
Violin Concerto is fast becoming one of the central works of our time.  
The final word is left for Mr Ligeti who summarises his project and illustrates in his own 
inimitable way how easy it can be to fly in the face of conflicting musical ideologies in favour of 
the music for what it is: ‘In my music one finds neither that which one might call “scientific” nor 
the “mathematical”, but rather a unification of construction with poetic, emotional imagination’.200 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                     
199 Hodges, Bruce: www.musicweb.uk.net, 20th november 2003.  
200 Steinitz. 2003, p. 277. Originally from: Ligeti, György. ‘On My Études for Piano’, trans Sid Mclachlan, Sonus 9/1, 
1988, pp. 4-5.    
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